
tord strain" rc« from the beach !„ o„e 
smooth athletic motion to start indoors for 
dnnks. Suddenly his head was enveloped 
■n =™eth,ng soft ... and his face pressed 
against something even softer. 


A gasp That goWen-haired womon pulled 
away from him in two lime strips of a 
bikini, snatching at the gown and bfushina 
furiously. ^ 


"My dear young lady-—" 

"Your dear young lady be damned!" she 
exploded. 

Did she really suppose he had delibetafely 
stuck his head under a strange v/oman's 
robe? Or did she think be was just some 
clumsy oaf? Or . . . did she know be was 
Nick Carter . . . and was she the most out- 
rageously beautiful and brazen counter- 
spy that Killmaster had ever met? 
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THE MOVING FINGER WRITES 


It bobbed aimlessly in the deep blue waters a little more 
than two miles from the Key, a nameless fishing boat with 
nothing on its decks but blood and sunlight and the body 
of a bearded man. 

The loudspeaker summons grated stridently across the 
sunlit calmness and brought nothing in return. 

Lieutenant Hansard of the Coast Guard cutter Intrepid 
put aside the megaphone. “Jackson, I’ll want you and Dean. 
If he can’t hear that he’s stone deaf, dead drunk, or just 
plain dead. Let’s go.” 

Within minutes the bearded man had company. His pre- 
vious guests had left perhaps an hour before. 

No name, Hansard noted. Number painted out New paint 
Old boat. Smell of fish. And something else. 

Tlic silent fishing boat listed slightly as they climbed 
aboard. 

“Jesus God Awmightyl” Dean sucked in his breath and 
stared down at the deck. 

“Keep back,” Hansard commanded sharply. “Jackson, you 
take a look below. Don’t touch anything unless you ab- 
solutely have to. Make sure there’s no one else around— and 
if there is, you be sure to see him first! Dean. Stay where 
you arc and keep your eyes open. I don’t want you putting 
your feet into this.” 

The boat was a shambles. Everything breakable was broken, 
including the body of the big bearded man. He had feuaht 
savagely; fought and lost and died. The acrid do- 
with the smell of sea and fish came from 
splashes and pools of blood that stained tie 

Hansard stepped forward ginreriv. It r. 

if this man were still aliver There —--I 
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death was heavy in the air. But he made Mmself lean .over 
and touch the bloodied shape. 

Whoever the man was, he had been , stabbed repeatedly 
and without finesse. There were wotmds in the gut and the 
back and the head, Hansard noted as he choked back a 
wave of nausea, and the man had felt the agony . of them 
before he died. The bearded face, . itself encrusted with 
blood, was a tortured mask of pain. Even the outstretched 
hand, particularly the forefinger, seemed to have been dipped 
in blood. 

Hansard stared. It had been dipped in blood. Deliberately, 
as if it had been a penpoint dunked into an inkwell. So 
maybe it had written sometlung. 

Well. That was not his business. That was for the Maxine 
Inspection Office to discover. Or Coast Guard Intelligence. 
There was nothing for him to do but make sure that the 
man was past helping, and then radio for instructions. . 

Gently, very carefully, Hansard moved the sprawling limbs 
and placed his hand against the silent heart. He was not 
surprised that it was silent. But his careful movement had 
shown him two things that he found very interesting. One 
1 was on the outfiung, short-sleeved arm of the murdered man. 
The other was a smeared and bloody tracing on the deck, 
still half-hidden by the body. 

“No one below, sir.” Jackson was back on deck, picking his 
way lightly through the shambles. “But everything’s a mess. 
Upside down, like it’s been searched. Say — ^what’s that?" 

Dean bent his huge body forward without moving from 
his position at the rail. 

"Looks like wTiting,” he rumbled. “See that. Lieutenant? 
Like with his finger he could of wrote it. S — something.” 

"I see it,” said Hansard quietly. “Here, Jackson. Give me 
a hand. Careful, now. Dean, keep those big feet of yours 
where they are. There may be prints around, and we don’t 
want to scuff them up. Easy, boy. That’s it” 

Now they could all see what Hansard bad glimpsed. 

On the deck, traced out with a bloody finger, were tbe 
ragged letters S-T-A-R. And on the man’s outflung right 
forearm was a tiny, blue tattoo in the shape of an axe, 

‘“Star,”’ Hansard repeated thoughtfully. “His killer,, 
maybe. The name mean anything to either of you?” . 

Dean rumbled a negative. Jackson shook his head. “No. 
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But he obviously meant it as some kind of clue. The tattoo, 
though. ...” 

“Yeah, the tattoo.” Hansard nodded, -the memory of a 
legend or a rumor stirring in • his mind. “How’s with the 
motor, Jackson?” 

“Dc.id. Dead as he is.” 

“Uh-huh. Olcay, you two stay aboard until further orders. 
I’m going to radio.” 

It was going to be some radio message. A dead boat, a dead 
man, a “Star” in blood, and a tattooed axe. I would not be at 
all surprised, Hansard thought as he svaing back aboard the 
cutler, if this were the man we were looking out for. Only 
he wasn’t supposed to be dead. 

“I hope,” said Hawk, chewing at the end of his evil- 
smelling cigar, “that your visit to London was sufficiently 
fruitful to jusrify the length of your stay.” 

“Oh, it was, indeed it was,” Nick Carter said earnestly. 
And it certainly had been. The wonderful hours with his 
lovely Robyn were sufficient justification for any trip. Hawk, 
of course, would not agree, and therefore there was no point 
in telling him what his lop agent did with his spare time. 

The two men faced each other across Hawk’s desk in 
the Washington offices of the Amalgamated Press and Wire 
Service, A casual onlooker would have assumed at once that 
Hawk was a typical news editor and that Carter was his prize 
reporter. In a way, the onlooker would have been right. Hawk 
and Carter did gather news. But they did not report it to the 
world at large. They gathered it through secret sources, 
culled it, analyzed it, shared it only with top governmental 
agencies, acted upon it, changed it, and often made news of 
their own that never reached the press. 

The head of AXE, America’s super-secret intelligence 
agency, looked across at the tall, steely-eyed man whose fel- 
low agents called him Killmastcr. 

“Well?” Hawk said, and waited. 

“Well,” said Nick. “I should have thought you’d have 
noticed the cultured purity of my accent, the neat unob- 
trusiveness of my Savilc Row suit, the package of fine cigars 
that I have placed on your desk in a vain attempt to lure 
you away from the frightful weeds you persist in smoking. 
But never mind; I am used to being unappreciated. Perhaps 
you would be more interested to learn that the Upmann 
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iirtn alone produces more than 1(30,000 cigars per day? That 
::hurchill himself smoked nothing but their six and a half 
nch special? That Britain buys 150,000 cigars per month 
[rom one Cuban firm alone? That the tobacco growing area 
of the island is at the opposite end from where we want to 
go? And that the Straven and Hansbury Tobacco Company 
of London has proved to be so cooperative, that I am now 
practically their adopted son? So cooperative, in fact, that 
I am the new Lord Straven. The old one has been good 
enough to lend me his London offices, his country home, his 
staff, his friends, his car, his accent, his. tailor, and his 
general air of elegance. Hence the hew Carter. Refined, suave, 
debonair — ’’ 

“And long-winded. I tried those cigars of yours. I don’t 
like ’em.” Hawk piiffcd energetically. “And you can save 
your Oxford accent. Carter, imtil you’re on the job. Which 
will start as soon as you leave this office. Now. I take it 
you’re satisfied with your cover?” 

The steel-gray eyes lost their glint of humor and the hand- 
some face hardened. Nick nodded. 

. “As sure as I can be without having grown up with the 
firm. They’ll back me to the hilt — thanks to Tommy Hans- 
bury, We fought a war together; I know him. No, of course 
I didn’t tell him what we’re up to.” He caught the question 
in Hawk’s eyes and answered it. “He still thinks I’m a private 
eye, and that was enough for him.” This was not quite true. 
Tommy Hansbury owed a wartime debt to Carter, and that 
was enough for him. But there was no need for Hawk to 
know about his harrowing tunnel escape from Von Kramra's 
mountain hideout with Tommy half dead on his back. “If 
you want to get the British involved on a higher level, that’s 
up to you. But as far as Hansbury’s concerned, there’ll be no 
questions.” 

“Right.” There was no change in Hawk’s expression; his 
face seldom did his talking for him. Only the men who 
knew him best — and Nick was one of them — could read his 
hard eyes and catch the slightly varying inflections of his 
voice. “Now. When I first sent for you from Saigon it was 
because I wanted you to be the man to go info Cuba. Un- 
fortunately there were . . . certain pressures from various 
quarters, so that I was obliged to send a man in right away. 
With, I might add, insufficient preparation. Which I abhor. 
When I asked 3’ou to devise a means. of getting into Cuba, I 
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v/as hoping that I would not have to send you.” He paused. 
Blue smohe drifted toward the ceiling. 

“What went wrong?” Nick asked quietly. 

The old man almost sighed. “Agent Trainor. It was a bad 
cover. Returning refugee, v-ith no way of communicating with 
us. How could he have? Returning Cubans don’t go back 
with shortwave radios in their luggage. He was to come back 
the way he w'ent, by small craft that he was to pick up in 
Miami. Since there was so little time to prepare I let him 
play it his way, alone and without any identification. Either 
of himself, or of his craft. And I’m afraid he played it badly. 
We know nothing of what he succeeded in finding out. From 
tlie time that he left I’ve had the Navy and Coast Guard on 
special alert for small craft P-3 has been waiting in Key 
West, as arranged, in case he managed to get word through.” 

"And?” 

“No word. The Coast Guard picked him up yesterday 
morning. Dead on his boat, lying in a pool of blood. P-3 joined 
up with Coast Guard Intelligence and literally took the boat 
apart Nothing. Nothing but one word. Before he died he 
managed to wite one word in his own blood. The word was 
‘Star.’ I have no idea what it could mean. You’re going to 
have to find out." 

“ ‘Star,’ ” Nick repeated thoughtfully. “Not one of our code 
words. Where was he picked up, if it makes any difference?” 

“It makes no difference now,” Hawk said between his 
teeth. “Two miles off Key West That close. He may have 
drifted part of the way. But still ... in broad daylight that 
close to home. Well. They got him. Better not let them get 
you too. Carter. I don’t want to lose another man. At least 
not before I find out what’s going on in those rnoimmizsT 

“Your concern for my safety touches me deeoly.” Nihi: 
murmured, knowing that Hawk felt Trainer's loss mere pro- 
foundly than he would ever admit. “But what do vor 
is going on in the mountains? Another band of rsva-hndrmrms 
getting ready to swoop down on Fidel? Or do we srsreo: 
a missile base?” 

Hawk gave him a hard look and crened the rle mao o:r 

his desk. It was marked, Nick saw, r-mrrr Ca r— ---- 

— Cuba. 

“What I think doesn’t matter. Wcat wm rod — dmta 
Now. First of all, here is a map of Cnha. vr~-~ - ^ 

area indicated in the southeasTOT •eooor." :o~=r' — 
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map, groaning inwardly^. His respect for Harvk was enormous, 
but he could' do without the lecture-room manner. He stud- 
ied the map obediently. • 

“Oriente Province. Sierra Maestras. Duly noted.” ’ 

“Right. Now. I have here a set of eight photographs. The 
first four — these — ^werc all taken more than a month ago. 
The second batch have all been taken during the last month. 
All eight photographs are of the same general area. Height 
and angle vary slightly, but you will see that all are en- 
largements of the ’ area designated grid seven point four. 
We can pinpoint this place to within a fraction of a mile — 
even to yards. But we don’t know what’s there. These of 
course are Air Rcc pictures.' Tliere’s something about ’em we 
don’t like. Last time wc looked, there was nothing out of the 
way. There’s still nothing. But it’s a different sort of nothing. 
I might tell you, while you’re looking at them, that ■ they 
came from the Chief of Naval Intelligence with a request 
for our assistance. It seems he didn’t feel right about asking 
our boys at Guantanamo to conduct their own investigation,, 
close though they are to the suspect area.”. Hawk’s tone was 
dry. “Subsequent to the first query — a b.are two hours later, 
in fact — the request from ONI became an order from the 
top. Immediate .action. Thus, Trainor into Cuba, and you 
preparing on the sidelines.” 

Nick nodded, feeling something like a second-string quar- 
terback, and studied the pictures. 

The first four looked like dozens of other long-range 
reconnaissance photographs of the Sierra Maestra range. 
Nick had studied plenty of them in his time, as part of his 
homework for AXE, and what he saw now was a familiar 
pattern of frees and rock. He spread out the second batch. 

At first glance they looked exactly the same. 

Nick frowned. 

“Here," said Hawk. ‘Try this.” 

Nic.k took the proffered magnifying glass and scrutinized 
the photographs one by one. 

“Tliere are others,” said Hawk. “You can see them all before 
you leave. But these are rcpre.sentativc. Notice anything?” 

“Urn. But I can’t quite put my finger on it.” 

“No. Neither could the Navy. But there is a difference, 
something that only their very latest lenses and most sensi- 
tive infra-red film could begin to detect. And 1 mean ‘begin.’ 
We don't have very much to go on.” 
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“Shadows,” said Nick thoughtfully. The second batch of 
pictures war different, so very subtly different that even a 
point by point comparison revealed no definitive discrepan- 
cies. “It seems to be a matter of perspective. Or is it di- 
mension? Could it have something to do with the time of 
day, or season, or weather conditions?” 

Hawk shook his head emphatically. “There again, I can 
show you other pictures to match against these. Don’t forget, 
we've been conducting surveillance flights throughout the 
seasons for a good long time, and we know what those moun- 
tains look like under virtually every condition except of 
course thick fog or haze. Neither of which we have here. 
Season, day, time, weather condition of these shots match 
perfectly the condition of — these.” He flicked three more 
photographs from the folder and slid them across to Nick. 
“You’ll have a chance to sec them on the screen in a while. 
At the moment I simply want to familiarize you with the 
problem and get your preliminary thoughts.” 

“Shadows,” Nick said again, still scrutinizing the pictures, 
“There seems to be a difference somehow in the ... in the 
depth. Everything’s in the right place; everything seems to be 
the right size and shape. But in this section there appears to 
be a kind of flattening out — as if the trees here are one- 
dimensional.” 

“Ah. You see it, then. Good. Now, let’s plot out a course 
for you before we go into the screening room. A crew of 
COMSEC men — experts on Cuban terrain and surveillance 
photography and so on — will be meeting us there in forty- 
five minutes. Right now I want you to look at the file on 
Trninor.” 

Nick looked. It was pitifully brief. David Trainor had been 
the son of a Cuban mother and an American father. Big, 
bc.ardcd, and heavily tanned, he had decided to go to Cuba 
via small craft in the guise of a disillusioned Cuban refugee 
returning to the land he was sorry he had ever abandoned. 
He had chosen the name of Jose Manuel Cabrera and had 
gone on his way armed with nothing but false papers, some 
pesos and dollars, his excellent command of Cuban Spanish, 
tt gun and a knife. When last seen alive by AXE agent P-3, 
on a dark night two weeks before, he had been nosing his 
small boat out into the open sea beyond the Florida Keys. 
His intention had been to land at a fishing village near 
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Havana and make his way cross-country to “relatives” in 
Santiago. _ , 

It could have worked. Trainor was a good man, at his best 
when working alone. All Axemen were used to operating 
on their own. But Trainor had been too much on his own 
• on the Cuban mission. 

"I suppose he did get there?”- Nick raised a querying eye- 
brow. “ ‘Star’ could’ve been the name of a boat that inter- 
cepted him on the way.” 

, Hawk re-lit his dead cigar. “It’s possible.. We’re checking 
registrations. But maybe he didn’t get there. We don’t even 
know that. Now. About your cover. You’re right, of course, 
about the tobacco-growing region being rather far from 
where you want to go. However, as a British businessman — 
and don’t forget you chose your cover yourself — ^I think you’ll 
find you have considerable freedom of movement all over the 
island. And you’ll be able to take in, a certain amount of 
equipment that w’as not available to Trainor. For instance. . . .” 

When Nick Carter left Hawk’s Washington office some 
hours later for his own apartment in New York, his mind was 
full of knowledge crammed into it by various experts from 
Combined Security and his overnight case was bulging with 
maps and equipment supplied by special departments of 
AXE. He knew that his orders to find out what was going on 
in the Sierra Maestra came from the very highest branch' of 
the United States Government. And he fell in his bones that 
somewhere along the line he would run into a vicious killer. 

But all that he had to go on was a strange shallowness in 
an aerial photograph . . . and the word “Star” written in a 
dead man’s blood. 


STRANGERS ON A PLANE 


. One moment she was walking down the airplane aisle to- 
ward him and the next moment she was in his -arms. It was 

as simple as that. Or almost 
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Nothing like it had happened on the ■well-ordered BOAC 
flight from London to Madrid. But maybe they did things 
difTcrcntly on CUBANA, On the other hand, it wasn’t really 
anybody’s fault. 

There they were, turbo-jetting quite peacefully through the 
night sky toward Havana, some of them sleeping, some of 
them reading, quite a few of them chattering cheerfully, 
when the girl got up from her scat near the front and started 
making her way down the aisle. Instinct made Nick look up 
from his book, that heaven-sent instinct that acted like a 
geiger counter whenever danger or a pretty girl was near. 
But “pretty” was not the word for thus one. She was a knock- 
out, a golden-haired curvaceous armful of fresh young 
womanhood. 

Nick pushed aside the steaming coffee brought to him 
moments before by the stewardess — a merry-eyed brunette 
whose name, he had soon found out, was Juana — and put 
his book down beside it. The blonde deserved his un- 
divided attention. Lords of the nobility, he told himself, had 
ns much right to be lecherous as anyone else. 

He watched the gracefully waggling hips with pleased ap- 
proval. Nice. Just enough roundness and just enough waggle, 
nothing obvious. Subtle. Natural. Dainty high heels, neat 
ankles, exquisitely curved calves. Gliding thighs. The waggle 
again. Flat, trim belly — girdle? None of your business, 
Carter. Still, it would be interesting to know. Slim waist, two 
delicious mounds of firm femininity bobbing just barely 
perceptibly. . . . 

And then it happened, whatever it was that happened. 
Maybe there was a spot of turbulence and maybe the plane 
lurched slightly. He didn’t feel it, but he was inured to the 
occasional discomforts of air travel so it could have been 
that. Anyway, one moment she was a foot or two away from 
him down the aisle and the next moment she had lurched 
against him and one arm was clutched around his neck. 
The other slammed down on the tray and sent his coffee 
cup flying. 

"Gar!” he yelped inelegantly. Hot coffee dripped down Hs 
shirtfront. The flimsy tray ground into what he politely 
called his lap and her full weight came down on top of it 
He clutched at her reflexively, feeling the soft firmness of her 
bosom against his coffee-sodden chest and scenting the fra- 
grance of her yellow-gold hair. She leapt back like a stanlec' 


cat and slammed her head against the back of the seat in 
front of him. 

“I say,” he said anxiously, watching the glazed look creep 
across her face. “Are you all right?” 

The blonde shook her head like a puppy emerging from a 
wave. 

“All right!” she walled. “Am I all right! Look what Tve 
done to you! Tm ■ so terribly sorry. I don’t know what to 
say. I just don’t know what happened.” Her slender hands 
made feeble little brushing motions, against his chest. “I’m — 
I’m humiliated. Are you burned? Are you hurt? You must let 
me help to clean it off. Oh, I am so sorry! I feel so terrible 
— well why don't you say something!”. The last came out in 
a rush of angry words, and suddenly she was back in the 
aisle staring down at him so accusingly that for one wHd 
moment he felt that he must have stuck out his foot , and 
tripped her up. Then he saw the suspicious brightness of her 
eyes. 

“I was trying to,” he said mildly, “but you didn’t give me 
a chance.” He disengaged himself from the broken tray and 
uncoiled his tall length from the seat. “Look. Believe me. It 
was a glorious moment, and I feel nothing but gratitude 
and a little damp under the collar. It’s not every day I have 
lovely ladies landing in my lap.” Actually, it was a poor day 
when one didn’t, but to have admitted that would have been 
' Ungallant. “Now suppose we order some fresh coffee and have 
it together, and we’ll forgive each other.” 

She looked up at him, and he saw that her eyes were very 
big and very blue. 

“That’s very kind of you,” she said stiffly. “You’re most 
Understanding. But if you don’t mind, I won’t have coffee 
tvith you. I’d rather just go sit in my comer and curse myself. 
Please, though — ^let me do something about your suit. I feel 
so bad, I—” 

“Forget the suit.” said Nick, putting his hands on her 
shoulders. “I’ll exact my price, and then we’ll call it quits.” 
He smiled down at her and bent his head. 

“You’ll — ^what?” she said faintly. 

He kissed her. Her lips were soft and tasted like straw- 
berries. 

“There,” he said. ‘"iVe’re even.” 

She drew back sharply. For a moment he thought she was 
going to slap him. Then she smiled. . • ■ , 
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“Bravo!” There was a ripple of laughter, and the 
began. Somebody cheered loudly. 

And that was all that happened. 

One might have thought that Nick Carter. lor.' 
Slraven, would have spent the rest of the Ilkh: 
away or being othenvise entertaining to his ne-.v Koroo 
curvaceous, blue-eycd friend. But he didn’t, Thert wes o 
h'tt,e flurry’ of activ'ity, and Juana came dashing nr rr cr orr 
duty as an efficient stewardess, and then — nothing. Ire Krcck 
spent some time behind a door at the rear of the rirre enc 
then returned to her seat, sparing a cool smite for >“--3: o? 
she passed. Carter himself accepted Juana’s mirisc-zierns. 
ordered fresh coffee, and went back to his 
But as Flight 207 from Madrid to Havana erme* 
^rougfa (he night, he wondered. He looked at th- 
between the rows of seats and saw no flaw cemd 
caught a lady’s heel and caused her to fly, somevr^a: 

a gentleman’s arm.s. Ncr red’d he 
thif ■ u in tbe smooth few o* ry-j- 

that might have made her Jose her baJanre. Cenfd -- 
ft something on his seat? on his per^c- • 
near him? He checked discreetly. ShfSc’Vc: 
nent to the lavatory she had recently cc—-'- 
around for he knew not what. Agahu'noiin'r" 

y the time the Britannia’s wheeh rc-*-’' . 

stop in the early morninc light of ' ~ - 

hat the blonde’s name 

“ b-aveling on a British passport ^ 

why a faint nuance in her aceS 
why she should have chosen 

"POn. Well, ,ecide„„ did CrTi — 

Pommy H.wtburv" S “rac; C=— 

he ^ to have s— - 

■rem he rr""™' ^ - 

O the Government to Wve hk 
^e <itniosphcre Hk j ° ■ 

«”» Mdith' - 

■'P--on„E voice He, “orl. 




His own Voice made a little sound of surprise and pain. 

A small hand snatched the heavy bag from his foot even 
as he looked at it. His gaze traveled upward. Alison O’Reilly. 

"I dropped it,” she croaked, “Your foot just, happened to 

be there. ” ’ . . , 

“So I noticed,” he said, feeling the pangs of life struggling 
through his foot. “What do you have in there, gold bars?” 
It was unoriginal, but the best he could do with the sweat 
breaking out on his forehead. 

The Customs officer . chuckled. “No, Senor, I have looked 
through it, and there is not a gold bar in the lot. But it is 
heavy, no?” , - 

“Yes. Perhaps if I helped you. Miss O’Reilly — " 

“Ha!” Her blue eyes snapped angrily. “So you’ve been 
asking who I am. No, thank you. I’ll manage for myself. 
And if you want your usual payment, here.” She swung the 
heavy' bag back with a crash that nearly- buckled the Cus- 
toms counter and planted a kiss somewhere m the air beneath 
Nick’s chin. 

“Now, look — " But she was gone, hefting the bag through 
the crowd and jutting her elfin chin angrily ’ into the air. 

“Women! You are okay, Senor. You go. Perhaps if you 
hurry you catch up with her.” The Customs man was having 
a ball. Clearly his capacity for laughter had not suffered 
under Castro. 

'Thanks, but I'll feel safer if she has a head start.” Nick 
snapped shut his bags and thought some interesting thoughts. 
Customs was still chortling to itself but had turned its 
attention to the couple ne.vt in line after Nick. What had 
begun as a thorough inspection had ended in a chuckle and 
a quick chalk-marking of the temporary Lord Straven’s 
luggage, which was carefully constructed to conceal certain 
material that any inspector would have been likely to find 
highly controversial. It was almost as if she had been his 
accomplice. A small diversion, a gay little laugh all round, 
and a lightening of the atmosphere that could have made 
all the difference between an uncomfortably intenrive search 
and the plain sailing that now seemed to be his luck, 

Nick found a porter and a cab. So far, everything was fine. 
Immigration had given him no trouble. G-2 had , had no ; 
questions for him. Customs was a breeze. His foot was a 
little bruised, that was all. 

Alison O’Reilly. Hmm. So now they had met twice, both . 
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times under awkward circumstances. Nick stared out of tkc 
cab window at the bright blue morning and thought about 
her again. She hadn’t planted anything on him; she hadn t 
taken anything from him. If she’d been trying to create 
opportunities to meet him she’d certainly succeeded, but she d 
made no attempt to capitalize on them. What had she done? 
Nothing but drop things on him and get close to him. Perhaps 
her plan was to wear him down slowly, bruising a little 
bit here, chipping olT a little bit there. 

He grinned to himself at the memory of her beautifuk 
harassed face. Whoever and whatever she was, he would 
like to see her again, some time when she was walking with 
low heels on a steady surface and carrying nothing heavier 
than a handkerchief, and when he was upright, alert, ar.d 
some yards away from the nearest movable object. 

The Hotel Nacional de Cuba was no longer o.uite as 
luxurious as he remembered it from the old da 3 ’s, but it ^“5 
still the finest in town and its cheerful, slightly worn luxury" 
suited him perfectly. 

He checked in, changed, ate an enormous breakfast aua 
went about his official business. It would be a couple ct 
days at least, he figured, before he had establi'^hec hirasi: 
enough to be allowed to travel around with absolute freedrutu 

And travel he would have to. First from Havana to San- 
tiago, which should be easy enough, and then up inrr 
mountains Castro had used as a springboard for tre revai:- 
lion. Tliat would not be so easy. 

He spent the day making appointments and learrinr “am 
about Cuban cigar manufacture than he cared to karr. 
he got back to the hotel there was a cabled ~ — aaarr 
for him. Hawk had routed if through Lcau'aa aai aaaeo a 
to read like tobacco dealers’ talk, but wha: rral- saa van: 
Have established beyond doubt that Trz:-.— ' or .ar -aa—r 

trip. Further, there is no boat of the r.z—.' — r — - 

in any available records although possieZley ~ r-ara da- 
han vessel cannot be disregarded. Give ezrh rpr a: aamr- 
taln resort Triple A Priority. 

Fine. Dnndj'. He’d love to. But there ■^ras — raaasr 
to be concluded, government officials :r .am ~ 
English charm, and the haunting arc'rlea: ro "Sar' a: ^ 
Wrestled with and somehow soiled, ioad L~- — ^ 
establishcd that Trainer was on his waT -aar --sr ar- 
so forcibly stopped? Nick clurked a: Is 
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match to the cable and flushed the black fragments dowm the 
drain in his living-room sized bathroom.. It would help to 
know if someone had actuall3'’ seen Tratrior in Cuba, or 
near Cuba, or heading for the Keys of horrie. There was 
still no way of knowing whether Trainer’s one-word fme- 
well message related to Havana, to Santiago, to the mountains, 
or what had happened on the boat. , ^ 

He lit a Plas'ers and paced the buge suite alloted to bim by 
the management on the strength of his apparent wealth and 
title, and reviewed the various maps and charts ' be had 
consigned to memory. “Star" could be the abbreviation ' or 
translation of a place name. It could be the shape of a 
mountain or a valley or a lake. It could be the name of an 
organization, like AXE or CLAW or SIN. It could be an 
emblem, an identifying mark, a symbol like the tiny tat- 
too worn by all AXEmen, or even a celestial body. It could 
be — the hell with it 

Nick stubbed out his cigarette. This was getting him no- 
where. The thing to do was talk to people, listen to them, 
encourage them to talk about Castro’s mountains, and then 
get there as soon as possible. In the meantime he would go 
downstairs and have a swim. Maybe the hotel had a star- 
shaped pool. . . . 

It wasn’t star-shaped. But the pool was beautiful, and the 
late afternoon sun on the tanned and shapely bodies that 
shared it with him was a lovely sight to sec. He feasted his 
eyes until he felt the lids becoming heavy, after his sleep- 
le.ss night, with the languorous warmth of the Cuban after- 
noon, and then he turned over and gave his back to the sun. 

Star and shadows. Maps and stars. A star. A star on a 
map? What map? What star? A mark that Trainor himself 
had made, perhaps. But there had been no papers of any 
kind with Trainor when his body had been found. No. It 
wouldn't have been that. It must be something that Trainor 
had seen or heard, not a mark that he himself had made. 

Useless, Save it for the mountains, Carter. 

He drowsed. But one part of his mind remained awake, 
that little corner responsible for reminding him that he was ' 
not a British tobacco importer but a spy. 

The footsteps came closer and stopped close to his bead. 

"Lord Straven? Forgive the intrusion, but you will permit 
me, sir?” 

His slitted eyes saw shiny boots and the narrow cuffs of 
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bright red trousers. He ralscu nis need. A r.-.'^ 
man in glorious hotel uniform stood before : 
message on a tray. 

“What is it?” 

The tray came down to eye level. '’Fersor.rd 
Sciior Vaquero to Lord Straven, sir. You vv: 
room, so we took the liberty — ” 

“No liberty. Thank you." Nick took the : 
was one of the big wheels in Naiior.a! Tooee; 
and, as such, a sort of unofiicial goverreuet: 
note apologized for the shortness of iy: route 
Lord Straven’s company for dinner a: ie 
"Reply verbally to bearer,” it concluded, 

“My respects to Senor Vaquero," NeeS: s 
thank him and say that Lord Strrver ^oefd 
to accept." Good Lord, how stuuv he sorre 
Stravens, he told himself, are said to hr ruffe 
of our importance. 

“Sir!" The message-bearer srurord frr r 
seemed to have a touch of rrodke^ door: r. ; 
away with military crispness, 

Nick slid his watch back ovtr hd? -rrhe rro 
lime. He’d had enough of the .=rr rrd ^ roo- 
A quick shower, a couple cf -.- --H - h-rr. 

to go. He got to his feet iu ore rroofr — o 
and suddenly everything vrrt 
He felt no pain. Just e sof: mf — 

his head and a stingins serjrrrr r — 

face and upper body. .Ard he T-:r rrl ~ 

a little gasping sound fror; r rs rsod; — ~ 

“Don’t tell me," be serf rsrrsf- ~ . ~ 

mulTled beneath the thick -er 
it be — could it possibh- fr— 3dz: _ 
the enveloping tenwroff rr-e rf rr ~ 

her uith a courtly cesrrr. 

It could be, and ft — 

there in two litd; 

dark blue robe ard ~ ^ ~ 

“You!” she -—dTr 

"Well, it v=-:5rf r^'rrr- - 
o.'.'is wrong of — - — -c- _ - * ' 


‘That’s very funny,” she snapped icily. “How. was I sup- 
josed to know that yon were going to get up just that very 
minute? All I was doing was trying to put on my robe, just 
swinging it out a little bit as I always do, and then all of a • 
sudden you leap up like a maniac and stick your head 
under it — ” 

"I stuck my head under iti My dear young lady— i’ 

“Your dear young lady be damned!” She was furious, and 
she was beautiful. Her golden-blonde hair was deliciously 
tousled and her golden-brown body was quivering all over. 
It was wonderful to sec, Nick admired every inch of her. 
“And you can stop that staring. I’ve had enough of you. 
Lord — ^ha! — ^Lord Straven! If you’re a sample of an English 
lord, I hope they nationalize the lot of you and you’d better 
not damn well get in my way any more, you clumsy oafl” 

She swung into the robe and flounced away, leaving him 
staring. It seemed to him that she stumbled slightly on the 
grass, but there wasn’t anything she could possibly have 
stumbled over so it was probably just rage that had made 
her a little unsteady on her feet. Nick shook his head dis- 
hclievingly. She drank, maybe? But no. She was stone cold 
sober and hopping road. Strange girl. He picked up his towel 
and followed her into the hotel, leaving himself what he 
hoped would be a margin of safety. 

Fortunately she was well ahead of him. When he reached 
the elevator she was gone. 

Encounter number three. Just as awkward as the first two 
and still no effort on her part to further their acquaintance 

He was almost mumbling to himself by the time he go 
under the shower. There mii-U be a reason why she kep 
bumping into him. There had to be a reason w'hy she hat 
turned up at the same hotel. Bui what in hell was tha 
beautiful blonde bitch getting at? Before very much mon 
time passed he was going to have to find out where this 
crazy girl had come from, why she had come, and whai 
she was up to. 

The cold water stung his chest. He thought about her, 
Again. She was a nut, all right. Maybe she bad some weird 
ulterior motive. Maybe she was one of Tommy Hansbury’s 
jokes? No, hotv could he! But she was a honey! Crazy 
honey, maybe the cutest, nuttiest, counterspy he had ever 
met, but — gorgeous. 

He heard himself singing under the shower. Every once 
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in a while he stopped and muttered — ^What a nut But beauti- 
ful! 

Senor Vaquero’s dinner party was a resounding success. 

Nick had gone there half-expecting stiff formality, official 
courtesy, maybe a little brainwashing and propaganda. In- 
stead he found friends, warm people who loved life and 
wanted him to love their Cuba with them. When he left 
them he was hoping desperately that whatever he found out 
about “Star" and the shadows in the Sierra Maestra would 
not cause further desperate tensions between his native land 
and theirs. Perhaps if they had known he was an American 
they would have acted differently. But somehow he knew 
that he had met genuine people who were being their real 
and wonderful selves. 

lie slid his room key into its keyhole and pushed open 
the main door of bis suite. The short hairs at the nape of 
his neck suddenly stood out like caetus spines. There was a 
light on in the big living room at the end of the entrance 
hall, and he knew he hadn’t turned it on. That was all 
right; there was nothing to stop the hotel staff from coming 
and going as they pleased. But whoever had come in hadn’t 
left, and he didn’t need his fabled sixth sense to tell him 
that. The radio was on, too, and someone was humming. 

The door closed very quietly behind him. He glided 
like a lanky shadow down the hall toward the light, ready 
to draw his Luger at split-second notice but not really think- 
ing he would have to. 

He saw' her before she saw him. She was dressed in a 
shimmering, low-cut evening gown and she was curled up in 
a chair he had , already decided was the most comfortable 
in the room. The radio was making pleasantly rhythmic 
sounds and she was adding to them in a voice that was 
blue velvet with a ragtime beat. She had also, he noticed 
at once, delved into his liquor cabinet and provided herself 
with refreshment, for there was a bottle and an ice bucket 
on a tray beside her and she was taking periodic sips from 
the tall glass she was using as a baton. 

“Now I know you drink,” he said, and walked into the 
room. 

She started a little, but not much. 

So!” she said. “Lord Straven has returned. Have a nice 
evening?" 

Very pleasant, thank you.” He surveyed her critically. 
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Still gorgeous. And not lushing it up with that bottle. Just 
having a little ladylike refreshment. “And to what do I owe 
the pleasure of your company?” 

“To your wealth, to your good looks and charm, and to 
your title,” she said sweetly. “Lord Straven.” She looked 
him in the eye and made her lip curl. “Lord Straven! Ha, 
ha, ba, ha\" 


LORD NICK AND LADY LARCENY 


Nick felt a little chill crawl down his spine. He put ice 
cubes in a glass and poured himself a drink. 

“Why do you laugh, Miss O’Reilly? In that somewhat un* 
couth way? I’m delighted, of course, that you are more cheer- 
ful than I have seen you before. It's nice to know that 
you feel at home here, and content.” He sat himself down 
in the second most comfortable chair and had a little bracer 
before continuing. Lord Straven, ha ha ha. An unsettling 
girl, this one. It was just as well she had decided to show 
her hand so early in the game. If that was what she was 
, doing. “And I, too, am amused at your presence here. But 
Tm not sure I get the whole point of the joke. Kindly ex- 
plain.” 

“It’s very simple.” she said. “Things are going to be dif- 
ferent from now on.” She had a rather large evening purse, 
he noticed. It was open, and her left hand hovered near , it, 

“Are they indeed? I must say I’m relieved to hear it. So 
far they look to me s’ery much the same as usual. You’ve 
been popping up unexpectedly all over the place, and now 
you’ve done if again. This time in my private suite. Would 
you mind telling me how you got in? I suppose you acci- 
dentally stumbled against the lock and the door, flew open.” 

She glowered at him. “Still trj'ing to be funny, bah? No. 
friend Straven, it was a whole lot easier than that. I asked 
a nice little hail porter to let me in. I said 1 was your popste 
and he was so warm and sympathetic — 
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Nick blinked. “You said you were my v.'hatT' 

“Popsic. You heard me. Or perhaps you didn’t know that 
English lords have popsies?” 

"It had come to my attention. But one doesn’t talk about 
them in quite those terras. And why should you claim to be 
ray — uh — popsie?” 

“Because I wanted to have a little private talk with you,” 
she said reasonably. “And so that I could have a look around 
before you got back.” She said it in the calm tones of a 
housewife who had wanted to make sure that the maid had 
dusted. 

Nick eyed her steadily. She certainly was direct, for some- 
one who was admittedly spying on him. And she was, with- 
out a doubt, a most attractive dish. A pity, because if she 
had been sent to spoil his game be was going to have to 
spoil hers first. But she had a most extraordinary approach. 

"I suppose I should be outraged,” he said easily. “But 
I don’t carry the family jewels with me and, as you’ve no 
doubt discovered, I keep my money in travelers’ checks. So 
you didn’t get what you came for, did you?” 

“I got it before I came,” she said, just as calmly. “Of 
course, I would have enjoyed finding some proof, but I 
don’t think it’s really necessary. And I think we’ll manage 
to understand each other without it.” 

“Do you? 1 don’t understand you at all.” It was his most 
honest statement of the day. “Look.” He got to his feet. 
“TTicre arc two things I can do. One, call the management, 
who’ll call the police. Two, put you over my knee and give 
you the spanking you deserve. You’re going to stop this 
nonsense and tell me at once what you think you’re doing 
here.” He took a couple of long, purposeful strides that 
brought him close to her chair. 

Something twinkled in her hand. 

“Stay where you arel” Her small hand held an even smaller 
gun, and it was pointing steadily at him. “You wouldn't dare 
call the police, and you’re not going to lay a hand on me.” 

He stopped in his tracks. Now here was an interesting 
development. He could probably wrest the thing from her 
without the slightest difficulty, but it might just go off ac- 
cidentally and make a nasty little mess. On the" whole it 
would be belter if he were to bide his time, 

“So you even came armed,” he murmured. “But veu can’t 
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use it, you know. The sympathetic hall porter knows you’re 
here, remember." 

“1 remember” she said gently. “But that won’t matter once 
I’m gone, will it? And you don’t know who else I might 
have let in, do you?” 

That was quite true; he didn’t. His eyes darted to the 
bedroom door. It was slightly ajar. And there were plenty, 
of other doors outside his line of vision. 

She laughed. “Got you there, didn’t I? Don’t worry, 
Straven. We’re alone together, Straven. I told you 1 wanted , 
a private talk, didn’t I, Straven?” 

He sighed. .There she was again, tossing the name of 
Straven at him like a spitball. Her insistence had a signifi- 
cance that meant he was going to have to break her pretty 
little neck. 

“All right, then. Talk.” 

“Sit down.” 

Tlicrc seemed no point in arguing — ^j’et. He sat. 

“That’s a nice Straven,” she said with satisfaction. “And 
don’t get the idea that you can pull a gun on me, because 
I shoot fast and I shoot well. But only when necessary.” 

“Young lady, if that’s the kind of thing you talk about, 
I can understand your desire for privacy. But it doesn’t 
seem to be getting us anynvhere.” He started to take a sip 
of his drink and then thought better of it. He might find 
some other use for it 

“All right, let’s get somewhere.” She drank from her own 
gl.ass and then leaned back comfortably with the little gun 
still pointed steadily at his midriff. “I travel a lot, you know,” 
she began conversationally. “Europe, the United States, .Can- 
ada, Mexico, the Caribbean, here and there. I get around, 
and I meet people.” 

Nick stiffened. He thought it most unlikely that he would 
have forgotten her if they had met before, but it was just 
possible. And it was increasingly evident that she had recog- 
nized him. 

“Once, on the Riviera,” she went on, “I met a nice old 
man whose name was — can you guess what?” 

His heart seemed to sink an inch or two. 

"Charles de Gaulle?" he hazarded. “Farouk?” 

Still making with the lousy jokes, hah?” Funny how'hcr 
accent seerned to change. First it was English with the popsie 
talk; now it was American with the lousj' jokes, , hah. “No, ■ 
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svr'cefheart.” She smiled like a contented cat. “His name was 
Straven. Lord Simon Straven. Isn’t that a lovely name?’’ 

“Well, I don’t knov/. It’s been in the family for years. 
One gets used to it,” NicV; said modestly. 

“I suppose one docs,” she agreed. “It didn’t take you long, 
did it?” 

“What do you mean?” As if he didn’t know. 

“Ducky, there’s no need to be obtuse,” she said patiently. 
“Lord Simon is a st^’eet, white-haired old man.” 

“I’m glad you think so,” said Nick. “And you were -lucky 
to meet him. The old man hasn’t been out of London more 
than two or three times in the last ten years. The Riviera, 
now. That would be — about four years ago, wouldn’t it?” 

She beamed at him. “How clever of you. Quite true, he’s 
almost a recluse, so they told me. Still, he hadn’t forgotten 
much. One glass of bubbly and — well, that’s my business. 
But wc got along like a house on fire. He told me so much 
about himself. Now perhaps you’ll do the same. Starting 
with why you’re pretending to be Lord Simon Straven.” 

“I’m not pretending,” said Nick. 

“Of course you arc.” Her smile turned into a scowl. “I 
know him, I tell you, and I mean I know him. When that 
fellow down by the pool came vdtb a message for Lord 
Straven and then you leaped up and nearly knocked me 
down, I knew there was something fishy going on. You’re 
not Straven, any more than I am. He’s a randy old goat, 
but he’s nice and he’s rich and he’s about a hundred years 
old and you’re not him.” 

“Shame on you.” Nick grinned faintly. She cast a new 
light on the venerable Lord Straven. “That’s no way to talk 
about my father.” 

"Your father?” For a moment she looked slightly dis- 
concerted. But her recovery was quick. “Oh, no, you don’t. 
He's got one dried-up stick of a daughter, and if jxiu're it 
all I can say is that your disguise must be msgniccenn 
No, buddy. Lord Simon has no sons." 

And that was true. There were very few peen'is in tn.” 
world who knew anything about Lord Simon 5n^r•■^cn. ex- 
cept the close knot of friends who had gnarartt-oi to ient 
up Nick’s story in case of enquiry. He seldon: e'n~oon. 

he did his business by letter or through Tctrnny Knnsnnr~, 
and the great disappointment of bis life wns hi nan no 
son and heir. Hardly anybody outside cd Icodoo con'd 

27 



possibly have known this. And Carter bad to get luclc3' and 
bump into one of the ver>' few people who did. 

“Well, well, v.'ell,” he said thoughtfully. “That’s a most in- 
teresting story. Supposing it were true — and believe me, ^ I 
can prove you wong — ^just what do you think you can gam 

by it?” , . ^ 

She met his gaze steadily. “It is true, and you know it, I 
don’t care what clever proof you can come up with, I'll 
still know you’re lying and so will you. You’re doing this 
for a reason, and I want to know that reason. I’m not 
going to leave this room until you tell me what it is.” 

“You’re raving, girl,” he said, and reached idly for his 
glass. "I don’t believe you’ve ever been to the Riviera.” 

“I certainly ha — ” 

Nick jerked the glass forward with the suddenness of a 
striking snake and flung himself sideways out of his chair. 
Cold rum and even colder icc cubes slapped against her 
face and splashed down the front of her low-cut gown. She 
made a sound like a police siren and leaped to her feet, 
wavnng the little gun wildly and wiping her pretty, creamy- 
tenned neck with an agitated hand. He caught her gun arm 
and tv/iste'd it upward in one swift, relentless thrust. The 
little gun dropped to the floor and he kicked it away. 

“Now,” he said menacingly, “we’ll do the talking my way.” 

Her scream turned into a little yelp of alarm as he pinned 
her hands in one of his and dragged her back to the chair. 
He seated himself comfortably and pulled her down on top 
of him, her firm breasts nuzzling into his knee and her 
shapely derriere clamped beneath the palm of his right hand. 
His legs scissored around hers. 

"Leggo of me, you bastard!” 

"Watch your language,” he reproved her. "I w<amed you 
.what was going to happen, and you went right ahead and 
made it worse. I’m going to ask you a few questions. Miss 
O'Reilly, baby, and you’re going to answer me — or else.” 
His hand rose quickly and descended on the small behind. 
There was a satisfying sound, .and his hand stung. 

“First. When did you start following me, and why?” 

Following you?” she squealed. “I haven’t been doing any- 
thing of the sort! I fold you, it was only after the man called 
you Straven that I even noticed you." 

Oh, come on, now.” A series of slapping .sounds, and s 
yelp. ‘ You bumped into me three times and you didn’t no 
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ticc me? You’ll have to do better than that. YrTiat v?crc you 
trying to do, scrape acquaintance or lift my wallet?” 

Tiic blonde head turned and the sky-blue eyes blinked at 
him resentfully. "Neither! Those were accidents. You can hit 
me all you like, you sonofabitch, but they were accidents. 
I told you 1 was sorry, didn’t I? Goddamn! Now I wish I'd 
hit you harder. No indeed, I didn't want you or your miser- 
able wallet. It was just my bad luck I kept on running 
into you.” 

Nick stared into the blue eyes reflectively. There was some- 
thing oddly convincing about her indignation. She gave a 
convulsive little wiggle and he slapped her down almost 
casually. So maybe she hadn’t been following him. 

“All right, let's try the next question. You think I’m not 
Straven. Why don’t you go to the police, or G-2? Is it because 
you think you can blackmail me?” 

“I won’t answer your questions in this position! Put me 
down and I’ll talk to you, damn you!” 

Nick thought it over. This v/as quite enjoyable, in a way, 
but it wasn’t getting him anywhere. 

"If that’s a promise — okay. But first, here’s a little some- 
thing for lying your way into my rooms and waving a gun 
at me,” His hand came down hard, several times. Her out- 
raged squeals were music to his ears. She was the least likely 
and most inefficient spy be had ever met; a Mata Hari with 
a sore behind. 

“Ten . . . eleven . . . twelve,” he finished, and stood up 
abruptly. She thudded to the floor and scrambled angrily to 
her feet. 

“Why, you — ” She stopped suddenly as Hugo clicked into 
Nick’s hand. “There’s no need for that!” 

“Isn’t there?” Nick described a graceful arc in the air 
with Hugo’s icepick blade. Hugo was a stiletto which he 
found quite useful on occasions of this sort. Usually he 
didn’t even have to use it. “Prove it to me, then, and be 
quick about it. Who arc you, who sent you, and what do you 
want?” 

She stamped her foot on the thick carpet. “Nobody sent 
me. Put that thing away. I know a conman when I see one. 
But my God, I didn’t figure you for a killer. You're not 
Straven. But yoTi're pretending to be him. That means you're 
expecting to get something out of it, right? And I'm on to 
you, right? Simon, Lord Straven! Ha! In a pig's eye! What- 
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:ver you’re up to, I want , to. be in on it. That s fair enougb, 
sn’t it? I found you 'out.. You cut me in. That’s it, and all 

ibout it.” . . , I 

“That’s all about it?” Nick squinted at her incredulously. 

“Well, not quite all,” she admitted. “I expect to do my 
bare. If you -tell me what the caper is, I’ll help. I won’t ask 
nuch; a third, maybe, depending on the work. Plus your 
promise that you won’t rough me up any more. There was 
no need for that.” She glowered at him and rubbed her 
bottom soothingly. 

“I think there was," said Nick. “And I also think you’re out 
of your mind. If 1 had your help in my tobacco business— 
and I can assure you it’s legitimate — I'd be ruined in a day. 
Now why don’t you pick up that little toy of yours and leave 
quietly, before I get really angry?” 

She stared at him. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll use it on you?" 

"I don’t see why you should," he said reasonably. 

She kneeled on the carpet and groped for her gun, still 
staring at him. “If you’re so damn legitimate, what’re you 
doing with that knife?” 

“ruse it' to clean my fingernails. Would you rather I’d 
whipped out a machine gun and blown your head oil?” 

“Ha, ha,” she said sourly, straightening up and putting the 
little gun into her evening bag. “I suppose you think you’ve 
won.” 

"Won? I don’t even know what game we’re plajnng. Still, 
I don’t sec why we can’t be frii'mls — and maybe wc can be 
if you answer me one more question.” 

“So, what question?” 

He flung it at her like an accusation. "Where is Star?” 

"Wha — ?” Her look was genuine puzzlement. "You mean 
Starr like Ringo? Star of India? I don’t know any Star.” 

And unle.ss she was a consummate actress, she didn’t. 

"That’s a pity,” he said regretfu'ly. “Because that’.s the only 
way you could possibly have helped me. In that case, good- 
night, Miss O’Reilly.” He cased her toward the hall. She 
shook bis hand off her elbow and marched toward his front 
door. ' 

I, think you've seen the la.st of me,” she said crisply, 

you re wrong. I still think you're up to something, and I'm 
going to find out what it is. Y^lua’s more, I liked old 
Straven. If it’s him you’re conning, I won't let you get away 
with it.” 
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“TT7.-f': n ch.irming ^nnrthniir.'hi.'' ho ;s;d cj-crcvir''*- 
1y. "'rf!.-' h::'l i.o'j didn't think of it before. Perhaps i; wetird 
hrx'/e been a better app-'OEch." 


‘Perhn 


vr. It 


:Ai have oecn. .sr,e agreed thnughtfunp. 
‘‘And maphe it's not toe late to trv- it. But Fm varrirne you, 
v/hr>evcr you arc — Vm not through yet." She opened the door 
and stood in the doorv/asa '‘Fm going to be v.-,-.tching vou, Fm 


going !o follow you v.-hercver you go. A.nd if I find out 
you've got anything I want. Fm going to take a slice of it.” 
“Teh. Tfiat's fir;-.s'nr!ght dirty talk.” 

“That’s /!o,' v,hat I meant!" 

He grinned and stepped hack as her open p.alm s-.'.ning 
throtK’h the air inches in front of his face. 


"V/e!!, IhaFs the ch.ancc you take if you — ” 
The door closed between them. 


He double-locked it after her and made a careful search 
of his suite. She had been through everything, and she had 
done it with a neat and practiced hand. If it hadn't been for 
her own admission, and for the liny traps he automatically 
laid for possible intruders, he would not hrivc been a'nie to 
(dl that his clathc' had keen ever so dinhtly moved and hU 
bags op :ned, .shut, and carefully replaced where lie had left 
them. Siie may have wondered why the larger of the two 
had been so heavy, but .she hadn't found the answer. AXH'.: 
Doaiments Section was very good at den/ising concerded 


comp.'irtmcnt'. t'nat defied the most CTipert scrutiny. 

Tdick poured himself a fresh drink and did a little think- 
ing. Her bag h.sd been heavy, t.sio. 

He finished his drink, went downstairs, .and left a little 
note for iier v.iih the night clerk. It was a h'ank note with 
nothing on it but her n.ame and it w.'Otild, he hoped, annoy 
her. He watched the clerk sliding it into a message riot 
Tuimhercd 1102. and went back upstair, to wait in his room. 
V/hi!c he wailed he stripped to his shorts and did a ‘el of 
Yoga exercises. He had done them almost tvery d.iy for 
many years, and it w.ss bcc.nire of them that he cm, Id rc- 
charge his bodily baticrics under viriurdiy imr- * con 


ditions and bold his brc.ath for nunufCv iu 
average man. The only tunes when he h.u. 
them Were when he had been liicr.i’Iy hoUed 
V/h'""**! ih'* crif 

rose and tov.cicd himself dry. .viom-Ui.. I- 
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stood on the landing outside room 1102 and worked yeri' 
quietly \V!lh a strip of celluloid. 

He opened the door just as quietly and walked into a dark, , 
room. It was on a much smaller scale than his lavish suite, ' 
probably just the room and a bath, and he could hear her 
soft breathing from where he stood in the tiny entrance hall. 
She was asleep, and sleeping alone. Still, no point in taking 
chances. He drew a deep breath, held it, and took Pepito 
out of his pocket. Then he catfooicd acro.ss the carpet toward 
the sound of the breathing. It was unchanged. Pepito twisted 
open. The little marble-shaped capsule spread its harmless, 
soporific fumes into the air. 

Nick gave himself a moment to get accustomed to, the 
contours of the room. Bed here, bureau there; here the win- 
dows, there the bathroom door; two chairs, three lamps, 
small desk, and closet door. He padtied into the bathroom and 
opened the window, sucking in a deep draught of the coo! , 
night air as he did so. Out of the bathroom; close the door; 
look down at her face in the beam of the tiny pencil flash- 
light 

She w'as sleeping like a baby, her yellow-gold hair splashed 
over the pillow and her lips slightly parted to show small, 

V perfect teeth. The little sleeping-gas pellet had done its work. 

His search was quick but thorough. Once he went back 
into the bathroom and breathed more fresh air while he 
poked e.xpertly into her cosmetic iars. The rest of the time 
bo spent probing into the bureau drawers and the baggage, 
in her pockets, under the bed ami ni.iiircs.s. even behind the 
gaudy pictures on the walls. But it w.'.s m a heavy bag she had 
dropped on his foot at the airport th, i he found what he was 
looking for. The false bottom, eoneealed by swcct-snielling 
jars of feminine this and that, clieked open at his expert 
touch. He stared at the contents of the secret compart- 
ment, surpri.sed and yet not surpris -d .it all. 

It took him a very short time to put things back in order. 
He went back into the bathroom to close the window — and 
saw, for the second time, the sti.rdv pi i.stic wasleba.sket in- 
tended for discarded towels. A th ught came to him. It was 
much loo schoolboyish to entertain. He wouldn’t do it; he 
couldn't do it. 

He did it. He took out the towels it contained and slung 
them back over the rack. He fi ' J the pkastic container with 
W'ater from the tub. He backed out of the bathroom, ea.sed 
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:he door toward him, and reached his long arms up to balance 
he container precariously on top of the door. For one wild 
Tioment he thought his water bomb was going to go off 
^renaaturcly, but then it swayed gently into place and stood 
[here wailing for whoever might pass beneath it next. He 
smiled beatifically to himself. 

She was still asleep, lovely as ever and so very innocent 
Or was she? Nick leaned over and kissed her lightly on the 
lips. She stirred and murmured in her sleep. 

He left her then, and went back to his room. And again 
he thought about her. This time he repeated to himself exactly 
what she had said, and reviewed in his mind what he had 
found in her room. 

It hadn't been much. Some very beautiful clothes, rather 
a lot of money, and a bag with a false bottom. 

And in the secret compartment he had found — a set of 
burglar’s tools. 


ME AM) MY SHADOW . . . 


Carmela Ruiz-Joncs, who had long ago traded in her sur- 
name for one she considered more suitable, faced the long 
mirror and adjusted her earrings with care. They were pend- 
ant teardrops, daringly large and glittcringly bright, and 
few women could have worn them without being dominated 
by their conspicuous flashincss. But they did not dominate 
Carmela; rather, they seemed to complement her vividness. 
The cat-green eyes drew color from them and glowed with an 
even brighter flame, and the dark hair took on the look of a 
moonless roidnigbL 

She patted a stray strand into place and surveyed herself 
appraisingly. The carefully groomed raven hair stopped just 
short of her ears and swept up in a tall beehive coiffure that 
was saved from severity by the soft, jet-black curls that 
framed her wide forehead. Apart from the huge earrings and 
a fiery bracelet, she wore no jewelry; she needed none. She 


was. ■brightness and color in herself. A tonch more perfum? 
. . . there. It was expensive, but she had plenty of it. No need 
to stint herself. And she knew just how much extra she could 
get away with. Earrings, a touch larger than most othei 
women could carry o5; perfume, a dab more; dress, a fractiot 
tighter and cut just a little lower down the swelling bosom 
She stepped back and ran her hands down over her hips tc 
smooth out the green metallic fabric of her gown, and tbei 
brought them up beneath her subtly jutting breasts. Not bad 
she thought objectively; not bad at all. Full as they were 
and even though they were gently restrained by lacy littli 
cups of undertlungs, they actually needed no support. Stil 
young, she thought StiU firm. Still desirable, and stil 
desiring. 

“Carlos, Carlos,” she whispered, her voice as sultry am 
vibrant as her compelling appearance. "Don’t wait too long 
I am not good at waiting,” 

Carmela stalked slowly down the curved length of th 
Staircase leading from her private rooms into the roulett 
room of Havana’s newest night spot, Casa Del Jaguar. Sh 
knew she stalked almost like a jaguar herself, and she kne\ 
she was flamboyant. And she made the most of it. It wa 
her talent. Once in a while she thongbt about herself as sh 
had been; always vital, always vibrant, though not alwaj 
as successful as she was today. Carmela Ruiz-Jones. Nc 
Jones was not the name for her, which was why she ha 
changed it. But even with her glamorous new name an 
magnetic personality she had had some hard times faefor 
Carlos had come along. That, of course, had been the fau] 
of the Bearded One. She bore no grudges, though. Life wa 
good these days. 

There was only one small thing wrong. She got so lonelj 
Waiting. 

Her head bowed gracefully every now and then. Pepe . > 
Manolo . . . Pedro . . . Tonio ... oil on the job and bovinj 
back deferentially to the woman they called their boss. Onci 
in a while she unleashed a particularly ravishing smile at on( 
of the men she liked a little better than the others, or at i 
new customer with a wealthy look about him, or in reply tc 
a look of admiration. 

Music played softly in the background, an echo from the 
subtly lavish restaurant. Glasses tinkled as bar waiters 
brought liquid encouragement to those who were just begin- 
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ning to gather at (he gaming tables. Another evening was 
getting under way. And perhaps tonight would be the night. 

She frowned. 

“Armando,” she called, her voice only slightly raised and 
directed toward the tall form of a man whose back was 
turned to her. He was gesticulating excitedly, almost angrily, 
and people were beginning to notice. She did not like her 
stair members to make themselves conspicuous. Also, she did 
not like the man he was talking to, a wiry little weasel called 
El Cano. 

Armando turned swiftly, acknov^lcdging her with a lift of 
his dark eyebrows. He dismissed the man with a sharp move- 
ment of his hand and a low command she could not hear. 

“Alt, Scnorila!" he said, and made his way toward her. 
She saw the other man hesitate, glance quickly at her, and 
then turn away with his cane tapping irritably on the floor, 

“Senorita, tonight you are even more beautiful than 
usual.” Armando’s handsome, mustachioed face smiled down 
at her. She was tall, but he was a full head taller, and there 
was no doubt that he had charm. “How do you manage it? 
You are loveliness personified.” And she really is, he thought 
There is still a trace of the old coarseness, but there is no 
doubt that she has a certain style about her. 

She felt the warmth of the compliment glow inside her. 
It was good to be flattered by this undeniably attractive man. 
Ah, yes. She remembered that she had not called him over to 
exchange pleasantries. 

“Good evening, Armando,” she said coolly. “Would you 
please tell me what you were doing with that bestial little 
man? I know that he is an associate of Carlos’ and therefore, 
presumably, of mine, but you know that I don’t like him 
and will not have him here. And as if that were not enough, 
you are arguing again, and quite loudly, too. That is not 
good for the Casino. If the customers want to argue with each 
other, that is one thing. But you are not a customer. Please 
conduct yourself more discreetly.” 

He smiled to himself at her choice of language. How she 
had improved! “Ah, Senorita,' you wrong me — ” 

"Perhaps I do. But I expect you to do what I ask. You 
arc my Casino manager, and you are supposed to knon- what 
is good for the Casino. Your arguments are not good for it, 
and furthermore, I do not want that man in this place!" Her 
voice was firm but low-pitched, free of the slight raucous- 
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ness of earlier days and inaudible to anyone but Armando 

“SeSorita, that is what the argument was about. He cam- 
here uninvited, with some little business matter to discus; 
and 1 was telling him to leave. He objected. I’ni afraid, 
raised my voice.” 

“I notice he left the moment he saw me,” she observ'ec 
‘‘And what was the little business matter, may I ask?” 

Armando shrugged. “He will have to tell me later, i 
my office. Please, Senorita, there are a lot of things, sma 
things, that there is no need for you to bother about but tfc 
I must take care of in order to keep this place running as 
smooth operation. There are irritations, but you should regar 
them as my problem." His manner was suave and ingratial 
ing, and not — she thought — unattractive. “Why should yo 
concern yourself with trifles? I am your right hand— yo 
must please trust me to take care of everything. You can b 
assured that I only want what is good for the place. An 
also,” he added, dropping his voice to a near-whisper, 
want what is good for you. Don’t you understand that? Hm 
could I want anything but the very best for you when you- 
forgivc me — ^when you entrance me so!” Tliere was sdm« 
thing almost shy about his smile. 

She wasn't sure about the smile. Shyness didn’t seem t 
have much in common with the self-assured Armando. Bt 
she was sure about the compliment Hadn’t men alwaj 
wanted her? Hadn’t men always given her what she wanted 
Or nearly always? She accepted what he said as the simp] 
truth. Obviously, she entranced him. Her eyes wandered u 
and down bis well-built length, admiring the fit of his eve 
ning clothes over the tapered hips and sturdy shoulders. H 
was not without his points, himself. 

"Please, Armando. Don't expect me to be taken in by you 
flattery.” Her tone was still cool, but not quite so cool a 
before. “Just do your job and do it well, that’s all I ask.’ 

“Yes, Senorita,” he said humbly, but his thoughts, wen 
far from humble. One of these days, he thought, and. soon 
I’ll look down into your eyes and they’ll be warm, and I'l 
touch the softness of your body in the darkness of youi 
bedroom, and you will forget yourself with me. 

"Dispense listed, Senorita.” Carmela turned. One of hci 
upstairs servants stood bowing beside her, “Your telephone, 
if you please.” 

She dismissed Armando with a nod, turning as though it 
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didn’t really matter and wasn’t at all important, but her 
stride was a little quicker than usual as she went upstairs. 
To Armando, her interest was obvious. He turned away, 
wondering how long it would be before she tired of a man. 
she seldom saw — and when she would be ripe for him. 

"Yes, darling,” she said into the phone, to the man who 
was everything in her life. He had brought her, almost lit- 
erally, out of the gutter; protected her, given her good 
clothes, money, and even the Casino. Under his expert., 
guidance she had smoothed off the rough edges of her 
voice and learned how to wear her lovely new clothes; 
under his loving touch she had begun to dream of a future 
when she would be Senora Carlos Ramon Y’Ortega, envied 
and respected by all. 

“Carmcla, my love,” his warm voice said. “I miss you 
terribly.” 

“I miss you, too, sweetheart,” she breathed. “When will I 
sec you, Carlos? It’s been so long ... I want you.” 

"Carmcia, you must bear with me. Try not to be disap- 
pointed. I had hoped it would be soon — tonight, tomorrow 
night — but that is impossible. I am calling only to say I 
love you. Next week, perhaps, we will make up for it.” 

"Next week, perhaps!” she wailed. "Carlos, I am not made 
of stone. I don’t want to wait that long. A month ago, you 
said — ” 

“Carmela.” The warmth was gone from the voice. “We 
have an agreement, and don’t you forget it. You knew how 
it was going to be.” The harsh sound softened slightly. “This 
won’t last forever. One of these days we’ll be together and 
we’ll stay together, and then you’ll know it’s aU. been worth 
it. But don’t . . . don’t start nagging me.” 

"Oh, Carlos, of course I won’t. It’s just that I need you, 
not just your voice on the telephone.” 

And I need you too, my love. But we’re working together, 
remember, and there’s something I want you to do.” The 
voice became brisk and businesslike. “Go to the bank to- 
morrow and transfer 50,000 pesos from the Casino account 
to the hotel account. My new shareholder hasn’t come 
through with a check yet and we’re running a little low on 
funds. Ill make it up to you as soon as he pays up. Will 
you do that, .sweetheart? And early, please. I want to draw 
on u almost immediatdv.” 

“Yes, I’ll do it, Carlos, but—" 



“Good, sweetheart. The new .funds will be coming in cash 
and we’ll have to siphon it to the bank gradually as if 
from the Casino, as we usually do, but that’s something we 
can discuss next time. And we’il do something else next 
time, Carmela, I promise you. Don’t ever forget that I wanl 
you, too.” He hung up abnipfly, as he always did. But thii 
lime she felt resentment building in her. He could have 
said something a little more loving, after all the weeks of sep- 
aration. But instead of that, no; he had to be even more 
cold and sudden than usual. 

She replaced the dainty gold-handled phone in its cradh 
and felt her heart drop like a lump of heavy dough. He die 
not care. He only pretended that he cared. A private tele- 
phone call to her apartment, and all he could say xvas, “Nex 
week, perhaps.” Pig! Her eyes snapped.--H'c had called foi 
no reason at all except to ask her help with his foolisi 
bank business. And where was he, God knew. At the hole 
site, probably, with some other woman. 

Carmela fumed. True, before she had met him and be hat 
rescued her, she had just been a girl at any bar, bought fo: 
the price of a drink and a twenty-dollar bill. While the Amcr 
icans were still coming to Havana it had been a difTcren 
story; she could pick and choose and raise her prices to tht 
limit of what the trafBc could bear. Then came the slump 
The Bearded One, few tourists, and hard times. Carlos hac 
found her just in time. He had taken her away from AV 
Ihat, and given her a life of luxury. There was even hope 
that, if she pka.vcd her cards right, .she would end up as hi< 
wife. Healthy, wealthy, Senora Carlos- R.mion Y'Ortega. 

Damn him all to hell! St> she had been a whore, and he 
had saved her. In the privacy of her gilded room she flung 
her arms out in a gesture ot frustration. Saved her for what? 
At least, for twenty dollars a time, she had given of herself 
and received something in return, Sornething physical and 
masculine, something that she ached for and needed des- 
perately. A telephone! She picked up the offending instru- 
ment and flung it from her with a curse. 

If he couldn’t give her what she wanted, she would find 
it somewhere else. And there were still rich men in Havana^ 
Rich men and hungry. She saw them at the gambling tables 
every night. 

Well? 

Well. 
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Carmeln carcMly repaired her make-up and stalked in- 
dolently down the curved staircase leading to the roulette 
room. 

“Much better,” Nick said approvingly. “And very handy 
for me, too. While you were having your hair rejuvenated I 
got ail kinds of business done." 

Alison O’Reilly smiled at him very sweetly and took a sip 
of his cocktail. She was in a much better mood now than 
when she’d cornered him at breakfast with her blonde hair 
still wet and unruly from its unexpected shower. 

“Order me one, won’t you? I’ll have a daiquiri. Thank 
you so much. And I’ve had a lovely day. Palace, Castle, 
library, that nice restaurant, the beach — by the way, what 
did you want from (he library? Oh, never mind, I was bored 
there anyway. And those delightful business friends of yours. 
Tlicy did so want to meet me, didn’t they? I thought they 
seemed very pleased when I came over, even though you 
were trying so hard to shake me off. Didn’t you think they 
liked me?”. 

“Mm-hmm. Here's your drink. Please try not to knock it 
over." 

“Silly, I haven’t knocked anything over all day.” 

“No, but I thought I saw you stepping on Garcia’s toe,” 

“It was his fault. He said so himself. What did you do 
while 1 was having my hair done?" 

“Ha!” Nick grinned at her. “You had a tough choice to 
make, didn’t you? Lose sight of me, or go around looking 
like a hag. I’m glad you made the right decision. Me, I cased 
the National Museum looking for the Star of Cuba. My 
friend Jose Cabrera said he’d seen it there. But I guess he 
was svrong; cither it never was there, or they’ve sold it to help 
pay for the revolution.” He watched her over the rim of his 
glass. She .still seemed to have no reaction at all to Trainer’s 
cover name. 

^ Star! You ve got it on the brain. He was probably pull- 
ing your leg. There isn’t any Star of Cuba.” Her manner 
was matter-of-fact and she was sipping her cocktail as though 
It was all she was interested- in at the moment. 

“You’re sure of that, are you?” He was intrigued by the 
knowledge she had shown regarding Cuban treasures and 
resources. 

Of course I am. What did you think it would be, a giant 
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have some fun, don’t you? T}icrc’s the Casino down- 
stairs, and the Tropicana Club, and the Carihe, and a new 
place called the Casa Del Jaguar, which I’m told has an <•>;■ 
ccllcnt floor show as well as the hottest gambling tables In 
town. . . •” 

It was almost midnight before they reached the fabtdoin 
Casa Del Jaguar and left their names and addresser, v/lth the 
resplendent and muscular attendant near the door. 

“Now why do they do that?” dcmandcfl Alisori, ns they 
followed another uniform to their ringside table. 

“Hmm? On. I rappose to chech up on ir, if v/c start play- 
ing heavily. Most gambling cluhs beep labs on fitratigefs.’' 

They sat dc~m. erdered, and watched the floor clear as the 
dance band rlnyed im las: emphadc note and brohe up for a 
breather. A small acm'ac- too!-: iae pla-ee, rifbng out a vivid 
tonal baahgcmmd ta me taTI a.-td st.'lhi.ng v/cman v/Ko 
stalked sermrsmly -nm c: tss diamem s.nd tool: f.er p:-''A 
beneath the spempir- 

She u.ndulit5a a: ara -nicraphere p~A tpree-d 0 ’.““ r.tr f -"-' 
in a geshr.'e nr "arm mr: e-m r.'am.s? -dm.,* e-verv r/.--.’. 
room, Nir'i: "-ar mra. 'srm.ic ~AAr.xr/ ^TA'r-, rf;'*;,' 

into them. I’le.-illh. pmep fa.hr;c '.hfr.'.mered, h.v*; 


glittered, hr 
in a 


;'■/ V-d. 
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was born wth that name, so was I. What’s the matter with' 
you, Sime? You have a funny look on your face.” She eyed 
him curiously. “Estrella, bah? That’s Spanish, I suppose 
you know, for Star.” 


STORY OF A STARRY NIGHT 


“So it is.” He smiled at her and patted her hand. “Clever 
girl. Is that why you brought me here?” 

She snatched her hand away and shot him an indignant 
look. “Don’t be ridiculous. You wanted to come here as 
much as I did. And I never heard her stupid name before. 
You’re a funny duck, aren’t you?” 

“I'm a riot,” be said sourly. There was something about 
this girl that made him feel as though his mind was slowly 
crumbling. 

“Ah, she's finished, thank God.” Alison was watching Car- 
mela Estrella through narrowed eyes. “Now perhaps we can 
hear ourselves think. She has a voice like a tuba, that woman. 
Look, she’s talking to her bouncer. They’re probably having 
an affair. Okay, Simon Straven.” She tore her eyes avi'ay 
from the dazzling Carmela and fixed them on Nick. “It’s 
time we had another talk. And it’s no use making your silly 
little threats, because I’ve got you pegged by now and what- 
ever you’re up to, you’re not about to kill me. Hal The old 
water bucket trick! Dangerous killer type, aren't you? What a 
lousy trick, anyway.” Her brow clouded fiectingly. “Well, I 
can manage to forget it if you cooperate with me. But 
you’ve been holding out on me with this Star business. I 
told you I’d do my share if — ” 

“Get lost!” he said suddenly. 

“What?” She stared at him. 

“Get lost, I tell you. Go to the lady’s room and stay 
there, go home, anything. No! Argue with me. Get mad and 
then walk out,” Nick squeezed her hand and spoke with 
rapid intensity. He had seen Carmela go over the “bouncer’s” 
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list nnd then glance his way. At the moment she was thread- 
ing her way between the tables, more or less m his direc-- 
tion, stopping briefly now and then with a word of greeting. 
TIic hunch (hat had flickered when he’d heard her name 
was rapidly building into a determination to talk to her 
alone, and soon. "Listen, you promised to cooperate, to work 
with mo. This is your big chance. Fight with me— go ofl in 
a huff. Go back to the hotel and I’ll see you later.” 

"Ha! So there is something in the works!” She looked 
triumphant. “And you don’t want me gumming them up, is 
that it? Well, if that’s the way you feel about it, Simon 
Straven, you can just give me my coat check and I’ll get it 
myself. And you needn’t try following me out. I’ll have that 
bouncer beat your brains out.” She thrust her chair back and 
stamped to her feet, “Son of a gun, if you think she’s so gor- 
geous, you can have herl” She winked once, quickly, and 
flounced away. Somehow she managed to stumble over an 
outstretched leg on her way along the edge of the dance 
floor, but sbe recovered quickly and marched furiously over 
to the hatchcck counter. Amused glances followed her 
along her way. Some of them swung around to have a look 
at Nick. He grinned and shrugged, making that gesture 
with his hands that means. Well, fellas, you know Women. 

Good girl. She'd reacted fast, and well. And she no doubt 
has her own little motive for obeying, Nick thought, shaking 
his head. Well, he’d worry about that later. 

He was applying himself to his drink and the girh’e floor 
show when he heard the low chuckle beside him. A chair 
scraped back and a strong but pleasant whiff of perfume 
breezed into his nostrils. He looked up and rose gallantly to 
his feet. 


“No, no, please sit down. Do you mind if I join you for i 
moment? Carmela’s full red lips and startlingly green eye 
smiled at him. 

I Would be thrilled," he said sincerely. 

Slic sat, still smiling. “You have been deserted, I see, I an 
sorry that your lovely little friend did not seem to be enjoy 

t' ^ P^f’^ps? It wiU pass over, I an 

sure. But I am glad that you have stayed.” 

afra'id she jealous, and I’n 

• she didn t hke the way^I looked at you. Admiringly, : 



tl^S- ' Tc^tjl*' D* TTHwit l!2V£ ^’*'**~ 
i5 "T-i '>’2’''*“^ IsjJtr***^ it i*t2. 

y-T'rj £'r. Er^M-b Ixrd!*' CarTTela laughed tnrcatily- 
‘■'Cr*:- ve:„ Of cct?i~e; I kn3« v/ha yon sre. I rnske it my buK* 
TA's to ’irncr.v ■who oenses fc*c my Club. You. do not cars 
for siambling? Or v/jjy co you not try' cut tbs isblssT' 

"1 'ovs to sambTs.'” Jss sard eamesth'. ‘'But not on tables. I 
a bet myse’f inat I -rrcnld meet you before the 
D5TO1 v,' 2 s cat. And 1 wen my bet. Now I’d like to make 
ether one. TAH you Jet me win ii?^ 

Her aresa eyes smoldered darkly. “That depends on what 

It ii.” 


"Ycu name {be stakes. But I will bet you this. That fo 
Poll aUow me to offer you more than — let's say, any ofhs 
man you know.” His steel-gray eyes bored into hers. Delit 
era^Jy he oozed se.x-appeai, self-assurance, W'eailh. 

ST)U ^ 3 strong, hard fao 

time- He cruel and smiling at the sanii 

yet there w.<is macular, probably big all over, an< 

could be eentle e^'^lbn “u* her think hi 

hcau^^tb'^'*'' "'=»'*hy. nnd^he L®d Hc wai 

.ta ™<ie h„ u.^ 

-HI’' riu Je°"„ ta” '”' '’'■ "" 

oulelte room and come to mv^ staircase from the 

how you in. There we will eS and'^H 
• . name the stakes.” dnnk . . . and talk. And 

Her lips parted and the hr:»- , 

’a rose gracefully and left s t?h-ttercd. TJtcn 

led panther among her naviL “ taubnius* 

™= « «‘"o. Io«.„ 

fferent women he had mef"'* thought about the two very 

She ros^from'^the 

vanity table where she had dropped her 
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dnzzling earrings, and locTced the door between them and 
the muted gaiety of the Casino. 

“I hear (hat you arc not a winner,” she murmured. “But 
you keep betting, do you not?” 

"I do,” he said huskily, thinking that Alison made in- 
finitely better conversation. “And this time I really want to 
v,'in." His arms went around her and his lips crushed down 
on hers. After a minute he drew back, panting slightly for ef- 
fect. “Or am I too precipitate?” It was impossible not to no- 
tice how rapidly her heart was beating. 

“That is a big word, Simon. I don’t know what it means. 
You will show me. maybe?” 

This time her arms encircled him and her lips sought his. 

The warmth of her body burned against him. Her hands 
stroked over the fine fabric that fitted his broad back so 
beautifully, slid up and over his shoulders, down his arms, 
back onto his body and down his thighs. It was just as well 
he had decided not to bring his Lugcr, Wilhelmina, or she 
would certainly have found the gun by now and possibly 
have a,skcd an av.'kward question. 

She ki.sscd as though she was drinking sweet water in the 
desert after days of burning thirst — with breathless eager- 
ness but also a kind of gratitude that made her savor his 
lips gently. Her breasts pressed against his chest and the 
heady perfume of her body was almost intoxicating. He felt 
her pulse against him, and the low heat became a brightly 
burning flame. It was impossible not to be affected by her 
ardor; just as impossible not to relmn the warmth with in- 
terest. Nick felt the stirring in him and drew her thighs 
closer against his. His hand clasped and caressed one of her 
bold breasts while his tongue explored her mouth with rapidly 
growing enthusiasm. 

He came up for air when he felt her rub herself against 
him with open invitation. Then she pulled herself away, 
gasping, and breathed, “Not yet, not yet, not yet! But soon.” 

“That is what it means to be precipitate,” he murmured, 
nmning his hands down her body in the same softly probing 
way that she had used on him. She quivered slightly at his 
touch. “I am too sudden for you. am 1?” he went on quiet- 
ly. “Perhaps you will be angry, and tell me to leave. But 
please don’t. I want to stay; I want to be with you.” 

“Don’t go,” she sighed. "You arc sudden. I should tell you 
to go. But I cannot do it. And we arc not children, arc we?” 

45 



I Icnow,” she whispered. “I think we should celebrate rdfa 
some champagne." 

He brought the bottle and the glasses to the bedroom atid 
they drank together, in silence at first but gradually beginning 
to exchange short murmurings. 

“Estrella,” he said at last. “My Star. A very pretty name, 
Carmela Estrella. Is it really yours?" 

She laughed. "Carraeia, yes; EstreHa, no. I changed it long 
ago because I thought it sounded glamorous. Silly, I suppose. 
But now I have become so used to it, I have almost forgotten 
my old name. Anyway, Carlos thought ‘Estrella’ was a suit- 
able sort of name for someone running a casino. Althou^ I 
am not so sure it would suit the manager of a luxury hotel. 
Those I have met are usually very formal in a , continenta! 
sort of way — cool and polite, and terribly superior.” Her 
mouth curved into a smile that held the slightest touch of 
self-mockery. "I shall be oh so polite and possibly quite 
dignified, but I think perhaps I am not so very formal.” 

. Nick muzzled her ear affectionately. “I'm glad you're not,” 
he murmured, his mind clicking busily with new though^ 
like “Carlos” and “hotel.” “But do you mean to say you also 
manage a hotel?” 

She rubbed her head against his face and almost purred. 
“Ah, how sweet you are, my Simon. So strong, but so very 
tender. . . . Oh, the hotel. No, not yet. It is still being built. 

^ These things seem to take so long; I don't know when it will 
be ready.” 

He sipped champagne, which was not his favorite drink, 
and softly stroked her hair. “I think you would make a won- 
derful manager. I should love to stay in your hotel. Where 
will it be — here in Havana? I haven't seen much building 
going on." 

Her fingers traced a ticklish pattern on his back. “No, no, 
not Hav.ana. It will be a resort hotel in the mountains. You 
know, Castro's mountains — the Sierra Maestra. About thirty 
miles from Santiago dc Cuba. It is very beautiful there, if 
you like all that fresh air and scenery. But I am glad it is no 
further from Santiago. I am not what you might call a 
country girl.” 

“No, I would say not,” he agreed, sliding his hand slowly 
down her thigh. "But I expect your hotel will not be exactly 
rustic, wilt it? I wish I could see it. I suppose you go there 
often, to see how it’s progressing.” 
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She shnijfTcd against him and clasped her roving ham! 
iround his waist. “I have been there once; jnst once. All 1 
Jid was inspect the site and took over some of (he workeis 
IS they arrived. Well, not so much (he workers ns (he 
architects and the designer and I suppose construction en- 
gineers. But I have nothing to do with the tlclails of huililiiiiT, 
Carlos takes care of all that. He says that he does nut even 
want me there until it is nearly finished. A Mirpri'.c; he 
says.” Her voice held a touch of bittcrnc.ss. "It will surprise 
me if it is ever finished.” 

"But these things do take a long time,*' Nick said sooth- 
ingly. 

"Too long; too long.” She sighed and leaned her hc.ad on 
his shoulder. ‘‘Sometimes I wonder if it is worth wailing for." 

Nick put his arm around her and cupped his hand over rine 
.soft, warm breast. “Good things arc always worth wailitig 
for,” he said scntcntiously. “Who is this Carlos, that he make.’, 
you wait?” 

"He is — a business assodafe. What you might erdi tny 
manager." She raised her head from Nick's siioulder and 
looked fixedly at her champagne glass. "Financial hacker. 
Business adviser, so to say.” She almost said something rise 
but stopped herself with a quick little intake of brcatli, 

"I see,” Nick said softly. ‘'Then I am perhaps mtnn'Atiz 


bere.” 

"No!” Her hand dropped away from him, '7 da 
mth my personal life. It is r.cthir.a to do vA'.h r 
if I want you here— if I "-ant any -dsito" herc- 
I want any — of course you are ret :r.’n:.±r.yy 

"But he may think so, mrrr.t he r.e''" .'tidr 
closer to him. “Please teil me. Ca-'n- 
to talk like this, but I am f.meir.sred 
name and your hotel and ymrr .'.re 
more truthfully have sa:d. "f: you 
someone who means a rreat 'are. 
thankful that we met and r' 

sighed deep’v snd bur*-- ru ..-u: 
coiaurs hud Icoserec iu'c u '' - 


r. 

— fr 


IpVa 


f. ^ 


r-.U." Yr.- 

— --r ^ w” J 




that he must have meant something to you. Don’t try fo“ 
spare my feelings; many men must have , loved you, if only 
from afar. I don’t blame them. But I would rather have you 
all to myself. And I can make you very', very happy.” Just 
how he proposed to do this he wasn’t prepared to say. In- 
stead. he held her naked body even closer and kissed the 
soft valley between her breasts. 

“Oh, Simon,” she murmured, putting her' hands, behind 
his head and clutching her to him as though afraid he might 
get away, “it’s true. I loved him. But my love is dying from 
neglect. He is a business machine, that man, and I am not. 
No, I do not belong to anyone — not yet.” She raised his head 
gently and kissed him lingeringly on the mouth. 

There was a long silence^ broken only by the gentle siting 
of the bedsprings and the rustling, gasping sounds of two 
agile bodies intertwining. 

It was difBcult, after that, to draw the conversation back 
to a hotel in the mountains. But he tried. 

“I should like to see that mountain place,” he murmured. 
“With you. Perhaps I could even buy him out, invest in it 
myself. Do you think that you can take me there?” 

"I don't think I could even find it again,” she said, ‘Vith- 
out him as a guide. And I’m not sure that would be a very' 
good idea, do you?” Her laugh was gentle and suggestive. 

He tried again. She answered him, but she was vague. Too 
Vague, he thought. Too elusive in reply. Yes, it was true that 
building licenses were hard to get, but Carlos had managed 
it — somehow. Yes, perhaps it was a little strange that no one 
— not even she, Carnicla — was supposed to see the hotel 
until it was completed, but it wa.s, she told him, to be so 
unique in design and so cleverly in keeping with the terrain 
that it would be unwise to let competitors see it before it 
was ready for the public. How could it be so very different? 
Oh, she didn’t know. Please fill our glasses, darling Simon. 
And what was Carlos (a note of fake jealousy' in Carter’s 
voice) that he, in these days of Cuban austerity, was able 
to build not only a luxury Casino but an even more luxurious 
hotel? Was he that rarest of all creatures, a wealthy Cuban? 
No, my dear, of course not. He is Spanish. His real business 
is in Spain, importing Havana cigars. Oh. Havanii cigars. 
What an interesting coincidence. But why so many questions, 
Simon? Because I’m jealous — ^jealous, I tell you. Please, 
Carmela, please be mine. 
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“Oh, my darling,” she murmured, and tousled his thick 
hair. 

Suddenly he could stay with her no more, asking questions 
and getting answers he was sure were half-truths. He was 
certain he had found Trainer’s “Star.” But he was less than 
certain about her real connection with the shadows in the 
mountain. It was time to go there and find out. 

He began to dress. "Carrhela, I have to go away. I have 
business in Pinar del Rio, but I’ll be back within the week. 
Carmcla — ” he leaned down and touched his lips to her 
scented hair. “While I’m gone, please think about me. And 
only me. I love you — please be waiting for me. Oh, darling, 
I love you desperately. I want you to be mine. Just mine and 
no one clsc’s.” 

“Oh, Simon, I will think about you. You will come back 
to me, you promise?” 

“I promise you, Carmela.” They kissed again. “But what 
about that girl?” she said suddenly. “The one you came here 
with tonight.” 

He sighed gustily. “That girl! She is impossible. I can’t 
get rid of her. You’ve no idea how glad I was when she 
walked out on me. She's been following me ever since I got 
to Cuba and driving me absolutely around the bend. Maybe 
now she'll realize that she isn’t wanted.” 

Carmcla chuckled fhroatily. “My poor Simon. But you 
can’t blame her, dearest. She’s probably madly in love with 
you. A good-looking English Lord, after all. What can you 
expect?” 

“To choose my own women,” Nick growled. “And I’ve 
cho.scn 5 'ou.” 

Once again they fondled, exchanging promises and kisses, 
A little later she led him down a carpeted back stairway to 
a door leading onto a quiet street. Late though it was the 
sounds from the Casino still drifted to them from the main 
rooms of the club, 

1 li be back,” Nick promised. “And you’ll be waiting 
just for me, won’t you?” 

“I will, I will, I will!” 

He stepped out info the starlit night wondering if she was 
not even now, heading for the little gold-handled telephone 
be d seen and placing a call to the mysterious Carlos. There 
lad been a strange glow in her eyes that was not easy to 
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interpret. He wisbed he could be sure about what she wa 
thinking. 

But that was one thing he need not have worried about. 

Upstairs, Carmela ran hot water and scented oil into, he 
king-sized bathtub and thought; Lady Straven. Lady Simoi 
Straven. The Honorable Lady Carmela, ... It was so mud 
more attractive than Sefiora Ortega. And Carlos was i 
smooth, cold beast. Oh, he bad been exciting to begin with 
but even at his best he could not hold a candle to the boh 
and virile Lord Straven. 

Outside, Nick walked quickly down the quiet street. 

Behind him another man detached himself from the shad 
ows and followed him like a silent ghost. 


RETURN OF A BAD PENNY 


^ Thirty miles from Santiago de Cuba is a long way from 
• Pinar del Rio, which is Cuba’s lush tobacco land. And per- 
haps if he had told her he was really going to Santiago — 
which he was — he might have drawn an interesting reaction. 
But reactions were no longer what he wanted. It was time 
to call the plays himself. 

Nick left the quiet street, walked down another, and en- 
tered a broad boulevard still occupied by late-night strag- 
glers. His shadow silently maintained the gap between them. 

There was not a taxi to be had. Nick went on walking, 
thinking about a hotel in the Sierra Maestras and a batch 
of aerial photographs that had something indefinably wrong 
about them. It seemed highly unlikely that anyone would 
want to hide a new resort hotel. And yet someone — Carlos 
Ramon yOrtega — was trying to do just that. 

But the area pointed up by the grid pattern was more 
than thirty miles from Santiago. Not much more; thirty- 
seven and a half, to be as precise as one could get. Perhaps 
the photographs had nothing to do with the luxury hotel. 
Perhaps. Carmela had lied? Possibly. But why, then, had she 
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volunteered anvlhing at all? A trap, maybe, one that would 
lead him on without taking him to the right place. He should 
have found some v/ay of asking her about Trainor. Dif- 
ficult, though, on that ova! bed, to change the subject quite 
so radically. Carmela had told him what she thought to be 
the truth? Possibly. Even though she had been there once, 
sho need not know the exact location. Steep, winding roads, 
some of them little more than dirt tracks straying through 
the trees, make distance hard to judge. And Carlos, for 
reasons of his own, could deliberately have kept her in the 
dark. But svhy, if they were working together, and she was 
the “Star” of Trainer’s message? 

He gave up temporarily and concentrated on searching for 
a cab. Eventually he gave that up, too, and cut across the 
wide boulevard to turn down a narrower street that he knew 
%vould offer him a short-cut to the Nacional. His shadow be- 


gan to close the gap. 

It was a residential street, and very quiet 

So quiet that Nick could hear the scuffle of cats from a 
garden that must have been almost a block away. So very 
quiet that he could hear soft footsteps when there was no one 
in sight. He slowed to light a cigarette. The footsteps slowed 
down, too. 

Instead of taking the straight road to his hotel he abruptly 
turned a corner and then walked very fast until he’d covered 
a block. The footsteps followed rapidly. 

He walked on, then, at an easy pace, waiting for whatever 
was (0 come, but making one more turn that would take 
him close to a low, modem building he knew was some- 
where near at hand. He had seen it earlier in the day and 
remembered where it was within a block or two. Con- 
sidering that he’d left his Lugcr Wilhelmina home in bed he 
might have to make use of that small building and its 
occupants. “I say, officer,” he could hear himself saying, 
"I don’t want to make trouble, but I do believe that man is 
mllowmg me.” He grinned faintly at his thoughts and walked 
on with the long strides that looked casual but were geared 
0 let him pivot on the balls of his feet at the slightest 
w.:ming of approaching danger. 

approaching rapidly. The soft- 
Kr ? follower did not 

(jl.',! ' eoing but only that he did not get 



The man was only yards behind, still moving quietly but 
with a haste that seemed to Indicate he knew there was a 
police station somewhere up ahead and that his business 
would have to be done quickly. 

Nick stopped and swung around, 

“And what,” he said pleasantly, "can 1 for you, amtgo?” 

"Hahl?” The man stumbled to a clumsy stop and stood 
there with his mouth hanging open. For one incredulous 
moment Nick thought his follower must be Alison in dis- 
guise. No one else, surely, could be quite so inept an at- 
tacker. But the illusion vanished with one abrupt and men- 
acing movement. A snub-nosed gun appeared magically in 
the man’s hand and pointed at Nick's heart. A slit of a 
mouth opened and a grating voice said: “You come with me. 
No noise, pHz.” 

“And what if I don’t?” 

The gun’s nose flicked. “You will come.” The voice was 
all confidence and contempt. 

Nick shrugged. “Okay, so I come. Ready or not, buddy, 
here I come!” His Yoga-trained body raised effortlessly off 
the ground and flew forward with one leg outstretched and. 
the other tucked beneath him. The shoe-encased ball of his 
left foot shot out to the side, slammed against the gun arm, 
I and landed lightly on the sidewalk whUe his right foot swung 
■ up and rammed the gunman in the breast. The gun flew. 
The man grunted and went down heavily, Nick jumped him 
where he lay, landing with excruciating exactness on the 
outfiung, writhing body and hearing the ribs crack hideous- 
ly. Not nice, Carter, he repoved himself, chopping viciously 
at the neck just above the left shoulder blade for good 
measure. But effective. Tlie man lay still, pulverized in a 
matter of seconds and breathing like an ancient automobile 
running out of gas. 

Nick pocketed the gun and looked around. He and his 
wheezing companion were still alone in the quiet street. 
Swiftly, he went through pockets, taking every movable thing 
he .could find — money, papers, keys, identification. 

The police station, he reckoned, was about two blocks 
away. No reason why the cops couldn’t still make themselves 
useful. And it would be an unkind thing to leave an injured 
man lying in the streets. 

He hoisted the gunman into walking position and slung 
one limp arm over his shoulder, clamping it there with his ' 
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She rcacTicd fnto tier bag/ 

“Oh, not the gun again,” he groaned. 

“Don’t be an idiot,” she snapped. “I got the cable.” 

"What cable?" 

“You know what cable. I told yon I was going to send a 
cable. Here’s the answer." She flung it at him crossly. Nicl 
picked the crumpled paper off the floor and smoothed it out 
A slow grin spread across his face. 

THANK you FOR YOUR THOUGHTFUL QUERY, 
the message began cordially. YES I REMEMBER YOU AND 
RIVIERA VERY MEMORABLE WISH YOU WERE HERE 
BUT AT LEAST WE CAN BE TOGETHER BY PROXY 
DO NOT WORRY ABOUT SIMON APPRECIATE YOUR 
CONCERN BUT CAN ASSURE YOU ALL IS WELL OR 
WAS WHEN HE LEFT HERE THREE DAYS AGO DONT 
KNOW WHY HE LOOKS BAD BUT SUSPECT HANG- 
OVER BEST ADVICE TO YOU BOTH IS TAKE IT EASY 
—WARM REGARDS STRAVEN. 

Nick felt the laughter welling up inside him. Alison looked 



How marvelously subtle! But why didn’t you just tell him 
you suspected 1 was an impostor?” 

“I explained that. to you when I told you I W’as sending 
it,” she snapped impatiently. “You know G-2 snoops into 
everything, and if I’d said it straight they’d have been down 
on us both like a pack of vultures. And that wouldn’t have 
helped either of us, would it?” 

“It couldn’t have hurt me,” he pointed out. “The old 
man would have cabled back something like SIMON 
STRAVEN ABSOLUTELY BONA FIDE^ and then you 
would have been alone in the soup. So don’t pretend you’ve 
been protecting me.” 

"Yes, but I didn’t expect him to say thatl” It was a 
squeal of frustration. “He was supposed to say something 
like THANK YOU WAS UNAWARE OF HIS CONDITION 
PLEASE KEEP EYE ON HIM UNTIL I TAKE APPRO- 
PRIATE STEPS. And then I’d really have had something 
on you, right?” She glared at him. 

“I don’t sec why. He doesn’t know about my condition, 
whatever it’s supposed to be, so an answer like that would 
have been perfectly reasonable. At least, it would have been 
if he didn’t know me so well. Hangover, huh! And how do 
you know he would have answered so subtly if you had 
been correct in your ridiculous notion? He would probably 
have said I HAVE NO SON WHAT GOES ON THERE 
MISS O’REILLY and then where would we have been? Both 
of us?” 

“Yes, but he didn’t say that!” She stamped her foot 
helples,sly on the soft carpet. “The cable that he did send 
was very carefully worded. He must have realixed I was 
afraid of the wrong people reading it. I mean, he knows this 
is Cuba. He knows the Government controls everything, 
even the cable offices. So he sent a very clever reply.” 

“Wliat’rc you so furious about, if it’s so clever? No. Miss 
O’Reilly, honey. He took you absolutely literally and sent 
back a cable saying exactly what he meant. And it's not his 
fault, or mine, if it isn't what you wanted.'” He started eho-e's- 
ling again. “That’s quite a message you sent him, Mn^l t'a' e 
cost you a packet. How many words? Let'.s see. t''ne 
thrce-four-fivc-six-seven-cight-ninc-tcn-clcvcn-t’ 

“Oh. shuttup!” Her eyes glinted at hint, 
don’t care what you say, there’s somethin;’, f 
1 know — 1 know positively for a fact that ' 



son and you’re not Lord Straven and he knows he told me 
he only had a daughter. Now why would he lie to rhe, then 
or now? If he’s had one since that means you’re three and 
a half years old!” She leaned forward and gave him a very 
penetrating look. "As a matter of fact, there’s something 
pretty funny about his answer. Tell me, buster, did you 
intercept that cable?” 

"For the love of Pete!” Nick sighed in genuine exaspera* 
tion. “How could I? You know damn well I’ve been busy 
every minute of the day! I certainly wasn’t hanging around 
lying in wait for your cables. Besides, it would take someone 
in G-2 to interfere with them.” 

She sank back glumly. "Yes, I suppose it would,” she 
muttered. "You’re not with G-2, are you?” 

“Certainly not. And I wouldn’t tell you if I were. Look, , 
I’ve had a long day — I guess we both have — and I need some 
sleep. So will you kindly bugger off?” Under other circum- 
stances he would have been only too glad to have her stay, 
but her presence was a little awkward and he did have a 
plane to catch. 

Alison rose slowly, the picture of defeat. In spite of 
himself, and his doubts about her, he could not help wishing 
that they did not always have to argue. She was so very 
lovely, with that yellow-gold hair, that wonderful young 
shape, those eyes as blue as the deepest fjords of western 
Norway. . . . 

“You can go to hell, you sonofnbitch,” she said crisply. 

.... And a tongue like a wizened-up troll. 

"If I can only go alone, I shall go in peace,” he said. 
“Goodnight.” 

She stopped at the door and turned to him, one small 
hand on the knob. “And you can keep out of my room 
tonight, you crook. But you can look out for me tomorrow.” 

"Oh, I’ll look out for you all right," he said with feeling. 

’?Vhen she was gone he placed a large chair firmly against 
the door and took the heavier of his two traveling bags out 
of the closet. It was a difficult tightrope he was walking 
now; Insisting that he was Straven, knowing that she knew 
he was not; knowing that she was up to something, but 
unable to cue her info telling him what if was without ad- 
mitting that he himself had something up bis sleeve. Damn 
nuisance, that girl. But such a lovely one! 

He opened the bag and noted that Wilhelraina was still 
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in her secret bed. That reminded him — Softshoe, the man 
v/ho’d followed him, no doubt on Carmelas orders. Why, 
though? He closed the bag temporarily and did what he 
should have done the moment Alison had left searched 
the suite for signs of other callers. None. He secured alkthe 
■windows, closed the curtains, and withdrew into his bedroom 
v/ith the bag. 

First, Softshoe’s possessions. The only thing of interest 
■was a card identifying him as Gustavo Palma, bar waiter at 
the Casa Del Jaguar. The rest was rubbish, including a set 
of dog-eared pictures so astonishingly revolting that Nick’s 
eyebrows shot up into his hair and stayed there while he 
opened the bag's second secret compartment and took out 
Oscar Johnson, his link with the AXE world outside Cuba, 
He thought for a moment before composing his radio 
message. Hawk would be expecting direct contact. But it 
was a little early in the morning for even that wiry old 
bird to be on the receiving end, and there were certain 
advantages in calling London. Red Turner — E-14 of AXE — 
would relay his messages sv/iftly and was also keeping in 
touch with Tommy Hansbury. Nick grinned fleetingly. Stra- 
ven and Hansbury were being very cooperative indeed. “Oh, 
we’ii back you up, old boy,” Tommy had assured him. “Old 
Straven thinks you’re up to some sort of international detec- 
tive work and he’ll back you to the hilt.” Then he had turned 
to Red. “Anyway, if anything out of the way turns up, I’ll 
call your friend here right away. I say, you chaps do lead 
exciting lives, don’t you? You must tell me all about it when 
it’s over.” "Oh, I will,” Nick had lied earnestly. By the 
time he saw Tommy again he would have invented something 
that would sound convincing. 

Yes, Red would be the one to call. He would know about 
the cables. 

Nick activated Oscar Johnson and went to work, using 
AXE’S deceptively simple word code for the most part and 
numbers for places and other proper names. When Red de- 
coded he would read: 

AXE E-14 FROM N-3 CUBA. ITEM ONE. 

CARMELA ESTRELLA, OWNER-MiN^r-iV 

HAVANA CLUB DEL JAGUAR. TC 

THOUGH NO PROOF YET OF T-— 

TACT. SHE OR ASS0CLA7H SP.L'ciH 



PORT-IMPORTER CARLOS RAMON Y’ORTEGA 
MAY BE KINGPIN. CLAIM TO BE BUILDING LUX- 
URY HOTEL IN SIERRA MAESTRAS THIRTY 
MILES OUTSIDE SANTIAGO BUT ARE HIGHLY 
SECRETIVE ABOUT IT AND ALLOW NO VISI- 
TORS. AM HEADING FOR MOUNTAINS VIA 
SANTIAGO LATER TODAY FOR PERSONAL IN- 
SPECTION. RELAY AT ONCE. ITEM TWO. 
THANK YOU ALL FOR GOOD WORK REGARD- 
ING CABLES. GIRL NOW COMPLETELY PUZ- 
ZLED BUT STILL CLINGS TO ME LIKE LEECH, 
NOT ALTOGETHER UNPLEASANT SINCE SHE 
IS CURVY NATURAL BLONDE, FIVE FOOT 
HVE, ODD MIXTURE OF CLUMSINESS AND 
GRACE, ACCENT A BLEND OF LONDON, 
BRONX AND WESTERN EUROPE. PLEASE SEE 
V/HAT YOU CAN DIG UP ABOUT HER AND 
LET ME KNOW AS SOON AS POSSIBLE. ITEM 
THREE. ANY ORDERS FROM THE BIRDMAN? 
OVER. 

He lit a cigarette and -waited. Red would need a little 
time for decoding and drafting his reply. The night was 
■gone already. Two hours sleep, a sho-wer, breakfast, then 
the plane. And all of it without Alison, please God. 
"Coming in, N-3 from E-14. Stand by N-3 for E-14.” 
Nick started transcribing busily. 

When Red had finished he put Oscar back to bed and 
spent the next few minutes decoding. 

NO INSTRUCTIONS HAWK AS YET. WILL RE- 
LAY YOURS IMMEDIATELY AFTER THIS CALL. 
OLD STRAVEN REMEMBERS YOUR LITTLE 
BLONDE WITH RELISH. MUCH AMUSED BY THE 
WHOLE THING BUT SWEARS HE NEVER LAID A 
HAND ON HER. REGRETS IT, TOO, I THINK. 
HAVE ALREADY INSTITUTED ENQUIRIES RE 
LADYFRIEND IN LIGHT OF CABLES. RESULTS 
NOT YET FINAL BUT AM VIRTUALLY CERTAIN 
.THAT SHE IS— 

Nick’s mind and pencil flew. When he had deciphered 
what it was that Red was virtually certain about, he stopped. 
Re-read it. And grinned with pure delight. So that was what 
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slic wasl He’d thought so, and he’d hoped so, and how 

Glad he was that it was true! , . , 

He picked up where he’d left off and discovered that: 

SHE HAS VARIOUSLY GONE UNDER THE 
names of ALISON O’REILLY, BELLA NOVAK, 
MARY LOU JACKSON, ASTRID SORENSEN AND 
JEANNE LASALLE. WHERE SHE ORIGINALLY 
hails FROM AND HOW SHE MANAGES HER 
CHANGE OF IDENTITY ARE POINTS OF SOME 
INTEREST TO THE POLICE OF VARIOUS CON- 
TINENTS. GOOD LUCK TO YOU, MY FRIEND. 
OVER. 

Nick put Oscar Johnson hack to bed and withdrew a 
small vial from the corner next to Wilhelmina. Then he 
took the vial, the top few pages of his message pad, and 
the remnants of Softshoe’s possessions into the bathroom. 
The silvery liquid from the vial splattered onto the little 
pile. "Acid,” Nick could hear Hawk saying in his school- 
room voice. "Highly volatile, with an increased effective- 
ness of better than seven hundred percent above the norm 
for such liquids. . . .” And it was effective. Paper, pictures, 
wallet and everything shriveled and disappeared within a 
few smokeless, hissing seconds. Nick surveyed Quantity K’s 
swift work with satisfaction and washed the powder down 
the sink. 

He exercised, showered, and then slept 

Nick looked at his watch and drained his third cup of 
coffee. He had found a cafe specialiang in sumptuous 
breakfasts and for once he had managed to eat alone. 
Strangely enough, he felt as though something was missing. 

He walked a few circuitous blocks before catching a cab 
for the airport. The one bag he was taking with him to 
Santiago had been sent ahead of him in care of one of the 
hotel porters. 

The plane for Pinar del Rio was taking off on its short 
nop as he arrived. He bought a paper and stayed behind it 
until his own flight was called. 

It was a gem of a day, bright with sunshine and the 
promise of success. He walked jauntily to the plane with a 
knot of people whom he was sure were Russian technicians 



disguised as tourists. He himself was dressed in the hearty 
touring clothes befitting an English .Lord and his camera 
was slung carelessly over his.shoulder. 

There were no seats assigned, so he could take his choice.' 
He selected one near the door and made his long legs as 
comfortable as possible. 

Passengers drifted aboard. Then hastened. Then scurried. 
Businessmen talked their way down to their .seats. A group 
of solemn-looking students gathered in a' huddle midway 
down the plane. A short man with square shoulders and 
big hands sat down two seats, ahead of Nick. 

And a little old lady in a veil stumbled uncertainly dorvn 
the aisle. 


'^LCOME TO SANTIAGO 


It was a short enough flight so that few people needed tc 
stir any further from their seats than the magazine rack. The 
students were Americans,' Nick noticed, and not so young a' 
they had appeared on first glance. He wondered how the] 
would fare when they got home from their unauthorizet 
trip, and then it occurred to him that the student guisi 
could be a useful cover for any outsider who wanted in 
AXE might bear it in mind for the future. SIN and CLAW 
AXE’s Communist counterparts, had probably thought of i 
already. Although they actually had no need to sneak ii 
under cover. Their agents were in Cuba by the thousands 
either boldly in uniform or politely labeled “consultant, 
“technician,” or “adviser.” . ' ' 

A thought nibbled at Nick’s brain. How many advisers 
and of what nationality, were needed; to build a liixur 
hotel? - 

Nobody spilled anything on him. A couple of peopl 
passed by. . without looking at him and returned promptl 
to their scats. Someone was haying an animated Russia 
conversation a few rows ahead . and one or two of tfc 
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Amcricnn students Tiad managed to join in. Nobody, in fact, 
seemed to be doing anything at^ all that ^could interest a 
traveling spy known to his associates as Killmaster. 

The steep hills of Santiago came up to meet them as the 
plane swooped low over the gateway to the Sierra Macstras. 
Then there was a glimpse of sky-blue water, a glitter of 
white sand, a runway, and a landing. 

Nick was the first one off the plane. He managed 
out unseemly haste, and with his usual cheerful smue iO. 
the stewardess. He was halfway across the tarmac before rre 
first of the businessmen cleared the airstair. 

It was the long legs and the deceptively casual since trai 
did it, and he used them to good advantage. Inside ibe 
building he strode past the baggage counters, dodged bernc 
a newsstand, and made a rapid if erratic beeline fer tre rrerlf 
room. 

There were better ways, maybe, of finding esnt if re wns 
being followed. But at least this way he'd find err erddif", 
and by whom. 

He stayed in the men’s room, locked in a wrVb-.azf- 
brush-up cubicle, until he was sure that svaiy iart rrissn' 
ger on that moderately filled flight had collected ids ragg-xe 
and gone on his way. It was a pity that he couldn't emerge 
disguised as a Cuban m’llitiaman or Russian ensinesr, 
but for a couple of good reasons he had to go or bemg 
Slravcn. For one thing, his cover was as so'dd as a rnrh 
(notwithstanding the interfering Alison), and if he vm? 
for proof of his identity he could produce id Fcr anrdsr. 
as an English businessman, and a noble one af he --- 
more freedom of movement than pracdcalrr arr rfhsr 
visitor except maybe the man from Tass. At ere rrhr 
one point only could he allow himself to arrr: seme rrs: 
personality, and that would be when he rcstdrelv errm 
be identified with Straven. ’ ’ ^ ’ 

So, when he came out and locked armrm. re dm “ 
tvith the slightly vacuous look be had art-mr fm me 
of Simon Straven. But his instincts C Cemm''' 
had been right about the 
counter for CUBANA Hight 2lT&cm~Hs-£m 
of all but a single suitcase — ^his, ^ * ' ' 

And it was being watched. 

bfemory flashed back to bin th= mces - 

woman on that flight, excem tho-'e wh- tzr - 





a veil or a down-turned bat brim. Even them he would have 
recognized by their clothing or their stance. He ambled 
casually over to the counter to collect his bag, noting ei-ery- 
one in sight As far as he could see there were only two 
passengers left over from Flight 217, and he was one of them. 
The other was pretending not to notice him. Rather to his 
disappointment, it was not the little old lady with the 
heasw veil. It was a small and wir}' man with disproportion- 
ately broad shoulders and big bands. 

Nick surrendered his baggage check, picked up his bag, 
and headed outside for a cab. But it seemed that taxicabs 
were just as hard to find in Santiago as in Havana, so he 
settled for an airport limousine that looked like a trans- 
planted British bus. It was almost empty and the driver was in 
no hurry to lake off. 

The bus filled gradually. 

Big Hands took a seat up front just before the driver 
boarded. This time he was the first one to get off when the 
bus reached its downtown destination. Surprisingly, he strode 
over to the busy cab rank, tried to get a taxi, talked 
btieSy to a baggage porter, then walked oS with a shake 
of the head and a low growl of impatience. 

Tricky, thought Nick. But maybe not quite tricky enough. 

He waited in line for his turn at the cab rank. When it 
came he threw' his own bag in the back seat, ignoring the 
porter's offer of help, and muttered “Hotel Comodoro,” 
just loudly enough for both driver and porter to hear. 

Unless the Comodoro had changed considerably since the 
old days, it was just exactly what he wanted. 

He paid off the cab at the entrance of the hotel and walked 
in. To his relief, it had scarcely changed at all. There were 
Steps leading up to the main lobby and, inside the lobby, 
stairs leading down to an arcade lined with barber shop, 
beauty parlor, bootblack cubbyhole, tobacconist, and various 
tiny specialty shops with gleaming windows and very little 
merchandise. He wadked through the arcade and up the steps 
at the far end. After that it was a walk of less than four 
blocks to the Hotel San Vicente. 

It was true, what they had told him in Havana — ^there was 
no need to book at any hotel these day's. Turismo, ah! not 
what it used to be. 

He registered as Lord Straven and picked up a few gaily 
colored folders describing the beauties of the nearby moun- 
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tains and the highly skilled guides v/ho were available to 
'take the visitor hunting, fishing, or simply sightseeing. 

' His room was one of the best that Santiago bad to offer. 
The door opened with a re-sounding squeal, and the windows 

offering a magnificent harbor view — were unblemished by 

such unsightly things as fire escapes. On the whole, he v;as 
.quite pleased with his new surroundings. Nevertheless, he’d 
; have to get on the road as soon as possible. Too many people 
i seemed far too interested in the innocent Lord Straven. 

' He sat down and went over the folders. Here was a guide 
who specialized in fishing trips. Here was another who was 
an expert in the glorious history of the region. And there 
was a character who promised just about everything but a 
’ roll in bed, and maybe that too if you asked v/ith the right 
amount of pesos. And here — ah. A car-hire service, genuine 
• 1960 American cars, with driver or drive-it-yourself, by the 
day plus gasoline. Best bet, most likely; that, or some- 
thing like it. 

Next he checked his camera. Lenses, filters, flash equip- 
ment film; everything special, and everything in order. 
Last, a check of his standard armory: Wilhelmina the Luger, 
Hugo the stiletto, and Pierre the gas pellet, plus a supply of 
the small Pepitos for less deadly work. 

His routine checking done, he allowed himself to think 
of the gnawing feeling in his midriff. His solitary breakfast 
had been good but it had worn off hours ago. He called 
room service and ordered up a huge tray of sandwiches and 
coffee. Jf the service was anything like that at the Nacional, 
he had time to bum. He stretched out on the bed and allowed 
himself to drowse. 


The phone rang. Twenty minutes later, by his watch. He 
scooped it up and said '‘iHola!” Silence. "iHola!” he re- 
peated irritably. More silence. Breathing. Then, hesitantly: 

Est(i issa iss that Lord Straven?” A man’s voice, unmis- 
takably Cuban. "iQue?" said Nick, "iQue dice?" The phone 
slammed down against his ear. 

Goddamn. Sleep shot to hell, and someone onto him. Big 
Hands, maybe, already? Nick gave up all thought of sleep 
and sat down on the floor to immerse himself in his deep- 
breaihing exercises. After a while he began to feel almost 
human and refreshed. By the time the knock sounded on the 
uoor he was ravenously hungry- and itching to be off on 
ms mountain trip. 


There was a waiter outside with . a service fable. Niclc, in 
undershirt and baggy British trousers, let him into the 
room, his shapeless hip pocket hiding a ready Wiiheimina. 

“There, Senorl" the man said cheerfully.. “I hope every- 
thing will be to your liking. Oh, yes — there is a packet 
underneath.” He dipped down to the lower shelf of the 
wheeled table and withdrew a package. "This was waiting 
downstairs for you. They asked me to bring it up.” He handed 
Nick a square package neatly wrapped in thick brown paper, 

“Oh? Who asked you?” 

“Head Porter, Senor.” The man waited with his hand out- 
stretched, 

“That’s very strange,” said Nick. “I didn’t tell anyone Fd 
be staying here.” 

The man shrugged. “But it has your name on it, no? It is 
very easy for anyone to telephone and find out. There are not 
many hotels these days in Santiago where an English Lord 
might be staying. You have friends you don’t know about, 
Senor!” 

Now what exactly did he mean by that? Nick eyed hire 
coldly. But there was nothing odd about the man’s manner; 
only a slight impatience at being obliged to stand there 
holding out a package. 

“So it seems,” Nick said, taking it reluctantly. He tipped 
the man and locked the door behind him. 

Big Hands? Somehow he hadn’t seemed the type to send 
unsolicited packages, legitimate or otherwise. Alison? Im- 
possible. He shook his head. She was way back in Havana, 
no doubting gnashing her teeth with rage at his disappearance. 
Unless. . . . No, it couldn’t be. 

He took the package gingerly into the bathroom and filled 
the tub. It was standard procedure for dealing with anony- 
mou.s gifts, so standard that surely everyone must know that 
everyone else knew it. too. Tlte hoariness of the trick sur- 
prised him. If They thought Sfraven was worth following, 
then surely they would also give him credit for knowing this 
oldest of all dodges. Very curious, the whole bit. He frowned 
and dunked the parcel in the water. Maybe, somehow, it 
was Alison, sending him a little love token that would leap 
out of the package and black his eye when he opened it. 

Nick left it soaking and got the Head Porter on the tele- 
phone. 

“Ah. si, your Lordship,” the man said deferentially, “As 


ou say, it came by hand,' and only minutes before ^ 
t up No I recret I did not ask the bearer’s name. Tnere is no 
ard in the parcel? Ah, a pity. The young man— not more 
han a boy, I think— looked like a student. Not a delivery boy, 
thought. Well-dressed, as if he were perhaps the son of 
)ne of your Lordship’s friends. Was I mistaken, then?” 

"Well, I don’t know,” said Nick. "Can’t think who might 
lave sent it.” He thanked the man, rang off, and went back 
nto the bathroom. Another few minutes, and the package 
should be well enough soaked to make it safe to ease off the 


paper. 


He looked down at it thoughtfully. Funny, this. Now ff 
he had resorted to this antiquated dodge of sending his 
enemy a lethal package, he would have been quite sure that 
the man would dunk it in water the moment it arrived. Un- 
less, of course, the man was so innocent and unsuspecting 
that he’d rip it open without a second thought. Now maybe 
this was not a killer package sent to a suspected snoop, but 
a friendly warning to the man who’d leaped so promptly 
into Carmela’s bed. On the other hand — ^Nick grinned to 
himself. If he did want to catch someone off guard and 
send a package that would blow up in his face, he’d try to 
devise the kind of package that would only blow up after 
it had been dunked in water. His grin spread. Man, that 
would be quite an idea! He’d have to speak to AXE’s Armory 
about it. So far as he knew, no one had thought about it 
before. Involuntarily, he backed a step or two away from 
the bathtub and its mysterious contents. Maybe someone had. 

Then another thought struck him. Supposing it was a 
warning— what shape would the warning take? Two men had 
followed him already. They weren’t playing this for laughs. 
They knew something about him, if only from his visit to the 
Casa Del Jaguar. If they wanted to send him a really chilling 
warning, or if they wanted to pull him into a trap, they would 
use . something of what they knew. His blood suddenly 
ran cold. It was a preposterous thought, as hackneyed and 
improbable as the package itself. But— what if it were a tiny 
souvenir of Carmela? Or more horrible still — of Alison? 

The thought was such a grisly one that he could not 
shake it off. He stood there, feeling a growing urgency to 
find out what was in that neat brown paper parcel 

In .spite of the warning bell inside his head, he reached 
down into the tub with Hugo poised to cut the string. 


The telephone rang. 

He stood motionless for a moment; cursing softly. Nc 
goddamn, it was probably one of Them again, wanting t( 
Imow if he had opened up his little Welcome Wagon gift 
So let them wonder why he didn’t answer. He sliced swiftl; 
at the cord. The telephone went on ringing. 

On the other hand, he thought, I don’t learn anything b; 
ignoring it. Might as well pick the damn thing up and le 
them breathe at me. It could even be the Head Porter witl 
some word about the package. 

He straightened up and strode from the bathroom to thi 
clangorous phone. 

“Helloelloeilo!” he barked irritably, in a voice quite unliki 
his own. “His Lordship is in the bathroom, not to be dis 
turbed. Who iss, pliss?’’ 

A swift intake of breath. Then silence. 

Nick scowled. “ ’Ellol Who iss this call — ” He stoppet 
abruptly. There was the strangest hissing sound from thi 
bathroom, something like a gigantic pressure cooker or i 
steam pipe about to burst its seams. “What in hell!” he sai( 
in his own voice. 

A blast of shattering sound and fury ripped through th 
room and shook it as if it were a cardboard house on th- 
fringes of an earthquake. The bathroom door jolted from it 
hinges and slammed against the mirror, splintering it inti 
infinitesimal fragments. Thick yellow smoke billowed into thi 
bedroom and through it he could see bathroom fi.xture 
flying crazily as though caught and flung about by a miniaturi 
hurricane. A heavy picture detached itself from the wall nea 
his bed and dropped with a heavy thud. The floor tremblec 
convulsively beneath his feet. 

He stared into the chaos, scarcely aware of the voict 
piping into his right ear. thanking whatever gods or saint 
, protected him for getting him away from that wet packagf 
in the nick of time. 

The telephone went on screeching at him. 

“Simon! Simon! 1 know it’s you! What in the hell ii 
happening?” 

Armando Maceo — as he called himself — ^prowled the darli 
rooms of the casino like an impatient cat, wondering -whal 
was going on upstairs. 

That bitch! That fool of a bitch! If she had wanted a' man 
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1 had told him that I am pj-omised to another — for bee 
as wetl as business.” 

“Then you should have frightened him away. I. don’t 
expect you to open up the bed I gave you to every passing 
stranger.” 

Carmela’s lips curved dreamily. “He did not pass; be stayed. 
And he is no longer a stranger. I wanted him to make love 
to me and he did, beautifully. You look angry, Carlos; but you 
have no right to. Should I have simpered and said No, No, 
I belong to someone else; and then told him all about 5'ou7 
Of course not, I had a right to want him, and I took him, 
and all without saying a word about my lover Carlos. Was 
that wong? But you must not be unfair.” She reached out 
for him and trailed her fingers down his body. “You svere 
the one who said we must keep our connection completely 
secret, always. You are the one who stays away from me 
until I starve. I would have been a fool to send that man away 
without enjoying him first. I wanted him. Besides, he is a 
Lord.” 

She took her hands away from him and looked at them as 
though expecting them to be suddenly and miraculously 
covered with bracelets and rings of gold and precious stones. 

“Carmela, we have an arrangement Have you forgotten 
what it is?” Carlos’ dark eyes blazed down at her. A tiny 
muscle was twitching in his cheek. "I bought and paid for 
you, remember? But there was a mutual attraction, was 
there not? And our plan was to work together in secret 
until it was politic for us to come out into the open! I thought 
you understood that our personal relationship depended 
on your loyalty and discretion! I thought it was completely 
clear to you that w'e must not be seen together until the 
hotel was built! And that you were to keep your body as well 
as your tongue to yourself until / was ready to claim you." 
A dull, reddish tinge crept across his sharply-defined cheek- 
bones, leaving the rest of his face drained and somehow 
yellowish. ‘Tnstead of that, you use secrecy as a stupid 
excuse for not sending the man away. God in Heaven! 
Couldn’t you just have told him that you w'ere chaste, 
that you didn’t want him? What did that man promise you 
that you find so very fascinating?” 

“Carlos!” She laughed out loud and rearranged her lovely 
legs. “I told you what I found fascinating. 1 told you that 
I wanted him. And I told you why. Oh, yes. I remetnber 
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,11 aliout our business arrangement. She ^ 

;ycs. “This man made love, Carlos. Love. D . j' 

4at that is? It has nothing to do vvuh ^ 

)0er me a better life than 

lavc everything you ofTer-and his magnificent boov - >.U. 
\h. how \vc made love!” She stretched lu.vunoush;. ^o. L.. 
vhole trouble is, Carlos— you stayed away too long. Her .00^5, 
lark lashes drooped dreamily over the deep green ese* 

;hc sighed with remembered pleasure. “But it made v>^.it i..e 
lid more marvelous than ever.” 

Carlos’ slim body bent over hers. “And was his love^ 
;ery roarvclousl” he spat through lips that now Su£.c,,eu 
Ihinly over his clenched teeth. “Is he so much better tb^s i. 
His hand slashed down suddenly at Carmelas face. 

Her head rocked backward with the sudden \iDlsnce of £e 
attack. Her smile was no more than a baring of her teem. 

“Yes, he is — much better!” she screamed. “Much benerT 
She drew her hand back to strike at his face but he caught 
her wrist and bent it back. 

“Carmcia, I want you,” he said hoarsely. “It is a long time 
for me, too. But you have wronged me. Gc'ddamn yea, 
Carmela!” He twisted her arm back until she screamed with 
pain and bit him savagely in the wrist. His slender but power- 
ful body seemed to twist with sudden fury and in one swift 
movement he had her naked on the couch beneath him. V.lth- 
out bothering to do more than lower his elegant trousers be 
attacked her violently, bruising her with his clawina fusers 
and thrusting as if his body, were a murderous wea-on. 
Carmela swore and writhed, jabbing vainlv at his face with 
her long fingernails. He shoved'’ her hands asiee ar-d 
bent assiduously to his work. She fought sfientlv . /. 
then her legs coiled slowly around bis. " 


fish. 


When it was oyer they were both easnin® 


You— you are mine, Carmela. Remember th 

She Miled a slow and secret smile. “You 

prios. First you neglect me. then vou ate-v 

Is that the love you think I 
... «•< 


ECS hire a 


want 


like h!" .-cu cifrr 

She nodded, almost unwHIissh- ‘oj— 

not enough.” '■*' = ~~rr rr 

He sighed and put his detr^ ^ 




by tlie package. If that man were all he claims to he, he 
would be dead by now.” ' 

Carlos laughed grimly. “Like the w-itchcs who were 
drowned bccaii.se they did not tniiy have the witchcraft 
that would keep them floating! T5ut no matter. We will kill 
him yet. Our Strangler followed him well. Call Santi.ago again 
and pul him back on the job. Let him do it his own way. 

I do not want that man leaving Santiago — unlcs.s he leaves 
there in :i con'm." 


THE MAD STUMBLER STRIKES AGAIN 


“Alison, for the Iu\wa Pete, will you get off the line? Yes, 
I’m all right — the hotel’s blowing up, that’s all. Mo, I don’t 
know where you arc and I don't care. But if you know what’s 
good for you, you'll stay away from me. Slay oiwiy from me, 
do you undenstand?” 

Then, Nick recalled later as he strode moodily down the 
darkening street away from Police Headquarters, he had 
slammed down the phone without even thanking her for 
saving his life and gone to answer the thundering on his 
bedroom door. After that there was nothing he could do hut 
tel! his storj' to the police like a puzzled, frightened Engli.sh 
lord. 

It had been a long session, there and at the station — so 
long that he knew they must be contacting London to check 
on iiis identity. No, he had no idea who might want to kill 
liim. Yes, it had been a most horrifying surprise. Well, he 
supposed that in the business world one sometimes made 
enemies witliout even knowing who fhey were. No, he had 
no idea who they might possibly be. 

The Cuban police bad been surprisingly courteous. So 
courteous that, when they had at last concluded their in- 
terrogation, they had suggested that he move to r.nnihcr 
hole! and use another n.amc until the ruysters" v 
Hawke? Yes, that would be .all right. Inimcdi.itch 
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plainclotliestnan was sent around to the Comodoro with his 
bag and instructions to reception to expect a Mr. Thomas. 
Hawke. Mr. Hawke himself would stroll around a' few 
minutes later and slip in quietly. He did not want an escort? 

No, indeed! 

It was hell’s own nuisance, getting involved with the 
police. But short of making Straven disappear immediately 
and permanently, that was all he could do. With their 
tremendous courtesy, they had not searched his person, so 
Wilhelmina still snuggled safely in her bed at his waistband. 
But they might just take it info their heads to have their 
Havana counterparts take a look at the bag Lord Straven 
had left — ingeniously locked, but still vulnerable — in the 
baggage room of the Nacional. Oscar Johnson would be dis- 
covered if they ripped the bag apart, and they might just 
possibly do that. It was not a cheering thought. 

He walked briskly down the street, ears and eyes alert 
for the slightest sign of anything untoward. But the old town 
was peace itself and his own sixth sense seemed to be resting 
quietly between bouts. 

A faint uneasiness stirred within him as he entered the 
hotel and crossed the lobby. It didn’t come from the clerk 
or the management; they were kindness itself, and very dis- 
creet. 

“Your key, Senor. And your bag is upstairs in your room.” 

That reminded him — his shaving kit had gone up with 
the bathroom. Maybe he would be able to replace it in the 
shopping arcade. He thanked the clerk and strolled across 
the lobby for the stairs leading down to the tiny shops on the 
lower level. This time he was positive that someone was 
watching him, but he could not trace the feeling to its source. 
He made himself walk on. He wasn’t in this business to avoid 
trouble but to find out where and what it was. And crush it. 

He walked down the first short flight of steps with the 
feeling that something was going to happen very soon, and 
that it may as well happen right now because there wasn’t 
any use postponing it. When he made the sharp right-angled 
turn on the stairway to take the last few steps dowm into the 
arcade he knew that this was it. The arcade shops were 
closed. Only a dim light lit the passage between the tiny 
stores. No one was down there to see whatever might happen 
to him. Except the man who trod so close behind him. 

Nick suddenly crouched low and leaped the last few re- 
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jnsinin? step?, nelf-pr-ntnp in his flight so that he could see 
and meet the c"-ner ct the soft footsteps. But the other man 
moved slmcjt as cmekiv. and because he was above and did 
not have to turn his head he had the edge on Nick. He 
seemed to fiy, and his flight made a swishing sound that 
ended in a blinding thud of pain against Nick’s head. 

For a moment he saw stars and blackness, and his bead 
was a carouse! revolving madly in a night filled with pain 
and disjointed sounds. Then his mind cleared slightly, 
enough Vo let him sec the distorted face that snarled down 
into his and feel the pain of a pair of huge hands mercilessly 
squeezing his neck. The blackness came again and turned into 
a swirling mist. Nick clawed savagely at the wavering figure 
above him. The eyes, the eyes! his mind screamed at him. 
He jabbed at the eyes and they seemed to fall apart. But 
still the piessuTC tightened at his throat. The ribs, thenl his 
mind said urgently. A gut grab at the ribs and then a quick 
strike at the wrists! But the darkness was too thick and the 
viciously strong fingers ground relentlessly against his wind- 
pipe. His body whiplashed like a dying snake’s. 

While he struggled helplessly and slowly died he cursed 
himself silently and incoherently in some dim recess of his 
mind. Slow slow slow you fool why were you so slow you let 
him get you! His spy’s mind berated him. His mouth made 
wordless gagging sounds and sometimes his feebly darting 
hands found something that gave way mushily and whim- 
pered. Bui the pressure kept on building and the blackness 
slowly turned to red. 

And then the bomb went off again. At least, that’s what it 
sounded like. The lid blew off his head and there was the 
loud clatter of something falling heavily and something 
slammed against him. Miraculously, the pressure left 2iis 
throat. But the weight stayed on his body. Somehow it 
seemed much heavier than before. The red turned 
black and the blackness let in little swirls of fight. As in a 
drc.am lie heard a distant voice squealins — *'Oh. net im, nieass 
pxt up! Oh, God, I fell down those blocdv stairs — I ciiiz 
mean to hurt you!” Part of the weight iifted an-i the 
lights of the arcade swam back into fems. 

Tile man with the big hands was liins Errrs? N’irlr's rr-rr. 
strangely silent. And a little old lady h a nhir:-: h.'ari 
was staggering to her feet, one oddl/cti: Parrsinn-rrie sir^ 



parted from her foot and lying close to' the would-be, 
strangler’s head. *. . . ■ ■ 

She froze into a standing crouch and stared at Nick. 

“You!” she said. “It’s you!” 

Nick stared back and pushed the weight away from him. 
The chunky body rolled off with a sighing thump. 

“You!” he said. “AlisonI Alison, I love you, baby!” . 

His room was on the seventh floor; hers was on the third. 
Somehow between the two of them they guided a man with 
a severe headache and glazed eyes through the lobby and 
up the stairway to her room. The sense of being watched was, 
gone. No one, Nick was certain, knew that a Luger by the 
name of Wilhelmina was ready to shoot flrst and answer 
questions later if the man with the strangler’s hands made 
the slightest uncalled-for move. But Big Hands was too dazed 
to know what was going on. Carter himself felt that he had 
seen better days, but at least he could walk strmght and 
hold a gun. 

Once inside her room they locked the door and barricaded 
it with chairs. Nick swung Wilhelmina in a neat arc through 
- the air and brought her butt down just above Big Hands’ 
right ear. The man’s glazed eyes rolled and closed. He 
dropped. 

“I take it he’s not a friend of yours,” Alison observed. 
"Now suppose you tell me — ” 

"Later,” Nick cut in. “First of all you’re going to check the 
■windows and make sure no one’s going to sneak in on us. 
Then help me find something to tie him up with.” 

She muttered angrily but did as she was told. Nick swiftly 
, went through Big Hands’ pockets. In addition to the usual 
assortment of money and keys and odd bits of paper he 
■found an unused airline ticket to Pinar del Rio. Hmm. This 
meant Carmela had either sent him after Nick herself or had 
told someone else where she thought her new lover might^ 
be headed. Nick frowned. And so this man had been pre- 
, pared to take the Pinar del Rio flight until he saw Lord 
Straven going somewhere else. It looked bad for Carmela 
■ — for Carmela “Star.” ' , 

When Big Hands was tied securely to a straight-backed 
chair Nick turned to Alison. “Do you have such a thing as 
a drink in the house — oh. Thanks very much; that was quick.” . 
He took the double shot she poured him from a leather- 
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bound flask and drank gratefully. “Good girl. Good girl 
twice today. But do you mind telling me how you knew ] 
was staying here? I haven’t even moved in yet,” 

“I didn’t know.” She perched on the edge of the bed and 
sipped her own drink. -“I tracked you as far as the San 
Vicente, and then you blew up or something. Vm the one 
who's .staying here. I had rather a busy afternoon trying to 
find out what had happened to you, and when I got back 
here I remembered I’d forgotten to bring my toothbrush. So 
I went down to the arcade. I thought the shops might still 
be open. And then it w’as a little darker than I thought it 
might be, and my foot slipped or something, and all of a 
sudden I smashed into you two — 

“You mean you didn’t see us? It really was an aeddent?” 
Nick put his glass down with a tiny thud. 

Alison looked at him coldly. “Of course it was. I just 
slipped, I told you. These things happen to me now and 
then.” 

He grinned at her svith pure delight, “They do, don’t they? 
But your timing’s so much better than it was at first. If it 
weren’t for you they’d be scraping me off the walls by now. 
Incidentally, do you have anything to wear besides those 
funereal v/ceds — 

“Sure, but let’s not talk about my wardrobe. What was 
that hellish sound — what goes on around here, anyway, and 
who’s this fella?” She jerked a dainty thumb at Big Hands, 
her face registering distaste. 

“I’ll tell you in a minute. I suppose I owe it to you.” Nick 
drained his glass and handed it to her. “More, phase. That 
was a bomb exploding in the bathroom, and our friend here 
followed me from Havana. I don’t know why we didn’t all 
three sit together in the plane — it would have saved us all 
so much time and trouble. Just tell me first: How did you 
know in the first place that I was leaving Havana?” 

Alison gave him back his glass, recharged. Her flawless 
lips curved into the world’s most delightful, dimpling smile. 

“Sympathetic Hall Porter.” she said. “Who else? Cbeers!" 

They raised their glasses high, and drank. 

“All right now, give!” she demanded. 

Nick told her rll he could. Strangler still slept peacefully 
in his straight-backed chair, unaware of life and all its little 
problems. 

“1 don’t get it,” Alison said. “W'hy do all these peocle 


to follow you and kill you? It can’t be just because the over- 
ripe Carinefa wants your scalp to dangle at her, waist. I’ve 
heard of perversion, but that is ridiculous.” 

Nick looked at her speculatively. Yes, he decided; she 
deserved to know a little more. Anyway, she could be useful. 

“I’m after a murderer,” he said. “The killer of a returning 
refugee named Jos6 Cabrera. It seems he knew he had some 
enemies here and was trj'ing to find sanctuary in the Sierra 
Maestras. But he didn’t make it. They got him. Before he 
died he left a one-word message — the word ‘Star.’ I’m 
trying to find Star, And that’s all I’m going to tell you.” 

The look she was giving him was even more speculative 
than his. Strange expressions chased each other across her 
mobile face. “You mean that Star is really not some sort of 
precious stone?” she blurted, 

“No. 1 don’t think so. But I’m still not sure what it is.” 

“And you mean that you — you’re a detective. You’ve got- 
something to do with Interpol!” 

“No, I certainly haven’t.” Nick laughed silently inside him- 
self. Little Alison was nervous. “I do some investigative work, ' 
that’s true, but only when it’s in the direct interests of my 
■ company.” 

“But how can the death of a refugee affect the interests 
of a tobacco company — and you’re not going to persist in 
this ridiculous fiction of being Lord Simon Straven?” 

“Oh, it’s not as ridiculous as you think, nor so fictitious,” 
he said ambiguously. "Anyway, the police told me to change 
my name. I’m now Mr. Thomas Hawke, in case you want to 
phone me up some time.” 

She looked completely baffled and finished her drink in one 
long, breathless gulp. 

Nick looked from her to the man with the Big Hands. It 
was time to do something about both of them. 

“Look, Alison,” he said. “Do you think you can bear to 
stay alone with him for a few minutes? I want to get some- 
thing from my room — also make sure that everything’s aU 
right up there.” 

“Oh, sure.” She glanced scornfully at the Strangler. “As 
long as those big hands are out of action, I’ll be fine. Anyway, 

I have my .22.” She pulled it out of her bag and held it 
firmly in one small, slender-fingered hand. 

“Fine. I’ll be about ten minutes. When I come back I’ll 
rap four longs and three shorts. Don’t let anyone else in, 
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don’t accept any paclrages, and don’t ans'^er the phene.” 

“Okayohayokav, so go.” He v/as struck again by the sud- 
den variations in her accent, but nov/ at least he knew the 
reason {or it. On impulse, he reached lightly for her and 
brushed a kiss across a satin-soft cheek. She did not draw 
back. 

He walked lightly over to the door and pulled the chair 
aside. “Lock up after me,” he ordered, and stepped cautiously 
into the hall. There was no one about. He heard the door 
locking behind him and glided swiftly to the stairv/ay, climb- 
ing it in long-legged strides that took him quicldy to the 
seventh floor. 

Once in his room he made a lightning check of w’indows, 
doors, locks, closets and other hiding places. Satisfied, he 
w'cnt through his single suitcase, and found to his relief 
that everything was as it should be. His camera equipment 
and one or tvm other things he had unpacked — except for 
his toilet kit — had been replaced in his bag. Everything was 
present and correct. He took the little vial of Quantity K 
out of its hiding place and thrust it in his pocket, glancing 
at his watch. Four and a half minutes since leaving Alison’s 
room : . . not bad. 

Nick locked his own door and raced lightly back to the 
third floor. For a moment he stood listening outside Alison’s 
room, testing her out for one last time before trusting her 
completely. Or as completely as one could trust a woman 
who was known to be a — 

A slight sound came from within the room. The creaking 
of a wooden chair; a little thump. A guttural voice, words 
indistinguishable. 

Alison’s voice replying, words faint but distinct as a bell. 

“I’ll wash your mouth out with soap if 1 hear any more 
of that,” she said. 

Again, the guttural voice. 

The answer. “Arc you out of your mind? Til cut your 
balls off before I cut you loose.” 

Nick grinned to himself. If ever a mouth needed washing 
out with soap, it was Alison’s. He tapped lightly on the 
door — four longs, three shorts. 

"Who is it?” she called. 

“Tommy Hawke,” he answered. 

The door opened at once. “Thought Td better ask in case 
someone else thought of the same signal,” she said calmly. 



She had taV:en the veil off, and her gloiving hair shone like 
spun gold under the bright ceiling lights. “Good thing you 
came quickly. I think your friend is ready to talk.” 

“I hope he is.” Nick closed the door. “The readier he is, 
the less painful this is going to be.” Big Hands was squirming 
in the chair, his dingy, pock-marked face twisted into a 
malevolent scowl. Nick eyed him with distaste. “So you speak 
English, friend?" he said. The eyes and lips both narrowed 
stubbornly. “Spanish, then? Portuguese, French, Russian, 
Chinese, Urdu?” He tried Spanish first. “Did Carmela send 
you to kill me, amigo?” 

The man’s lips curled into a sneer. When he was finished 
sneering he spat juicily onto the floor. 

Nick sighed. Forcing information from reluctant lips was 
not his favorite occupation. 

“Alison. Take a walk. Go up to my room if you like, or 
go outside for a while. This won’t take long. Twenty minutes 
or so.” 

Alison sucked in her breath. Suddenly the laughing-eyed 
man who called himself Lord Straven was a hard-faced 
stranger. “You won’t — she began, and swallowed nerv- 
ously, 

“No more than I have to.” Nick said expressionlessly. 

‘Til walk around the block a few times.” she said. “Four 
longs, three shorts when I come back.” She drew the heavy 
' veils over her head and face and let her shoulders droop. 
Suddenly, she was a shriveled-up old lady, walking with an 
unsure and tottering step. “But please don’t hurt — ” 

“That’s up to him. Don’t walk too far, now. It isn’t good 
for you at your age. And be careful, will you? Just in case 
someone decided to follow you.” 

She gave him a beady-eyed and wary look. “I think 
perhaps IT! just go sit in the lobby for a while,” she quavered, 
“and watch the young folk passing by.” 

He grinned briefly and hurried her along her way. 

“Now,” he said to Big Hands, who was looking both be- 
mused and sullen at once, “we will talk man to man." He 
strolled over to Big Hands and stood before him. “I want you 
to answer my questions quietly and quickly. You may feel 
impelled to scream. If you do . , . you will be silenced.” 
Hugo shot into Nick’s hand. The icepick blade flicked out of 
its narrow sheath and hovered in the air an inch away from 
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the fleshy nose. “But it will be much better , if you talk at 
once, without screaming.” 

The man looked up at him. Again the sneer. Then the 
guttural voice. 

“What will make me scream? That toy? T have had many 


pinpricks in my life.” 

“Ah, so you do speak English. That will make things 
easier. No, I will save the knife for killing.” Nick put Hugo 
down on the bedside table. “I have something else I shall 
use as a persuader if you make it necessary.” He reached into 
his pocket and took out the tiny vial. “But let me tell you 
first that it will be much easier if you answer a few simple 
questions without making me persuade you. I want to know 
who sent you. I want to know why. 1 want to know exactly 
what your orders were. I want to know how a man named 
Cabrera, a Cuban refugee, came to be murdered on his boat. 
I want to know about the new hotel in the Sierra Maestras. 
In short 1 want to know everything you can tell me. And 
1 don’t want to have to squeeze the answers out of you one 
by one." 

He took the stopper off the tiny vial. The man with the 
strangler’s hands watched curiously, the sneer still twisting 
his lips but the dull eyes narrowing with apprehension. 

Nick pulled the drawer out of the bedside table. "Look,” 
he said, flourishing it in front of Big Hands. “Well-made, 
isn’t it? No cracks, no holes, no secret pockets. Watch.” 
Carefully, very carefully, he tipped a tiny drop of Quantity 
K onto the wooden bottom of the drawer and held it up 
for Big Hands to admire. The little droplet trickled down the 
inclined board, leaving a snail-like trail behind it. Then it 
disappeared. But the trail deepened into a widening track 
and the track became a winding gully. Big Hands watched, 
fascinated, as the gully became a quickly growing, ragged- 
edged hole in the bottom of the drawer. “There, now,” said 
Nick, holding it up so that Big Hands could be sure to see 
the daylight showing through it. “You see what the stuff can 
do to wood. Perhaps that gives you an idea what it can do 
to human flesh.” He slid the drawer back in place and turned 
to Big Hands. His eyes were chips of ice. “I suggest that you 
start talking.” 


Tile Strangler stared at the vial as if hypnotized. “You 
wouldn t use that on me. It is all a mistake. I don’t know 
about any of tlrcsc things you talk about. It was an accident 



that woman hit me down there, I just fell against you. You 
can’t do this to me!” His voice, rose to a shriek as the vial 
hovered over Ms leg. Hugo jabbed viciously into the leathery 
throat. 

“I told you to talk quietly,” Nick said conversationally. 
“But especially I told you to talk. Not lie, just talk! And 
don’t kid yourself — 1 will use this on you. You lie; I’ll use it. 
You scream; I’ll use the knife. Get it? We’ll alternate. Get 
a little variety into the act. Now — will—you — talk?" His 
voice was suddenly as icy as his eyes. 

“No! There is nothing to talk about!” Big Hands . was 
shaking all over, making the straight-backed chair shiver as 
if he were balancing in it on a tightrope and about to plunge 
terrifyingly into space. “Don’t do that to me — that is not 
human — I am only a — ” His mouth clamped shut suddenly 
as if he had caught himself in the act of telling the truth. 

“Only a what?” Nick let the vial tip gradually so that it 
hung inches above Big Hands’ left knee. “Tell me, sweetheart 
I’m waiting.” 

The mouth stayed shut, a whitening tight line across the 
swarthy face. Beads of sweat sprang out on the forehead. 

“It hurts, friend. Horribly ... for a long, long time. And 
I’m still waiting.” Nick tilted the vial over the fabric-covered 
knee. 

The eyes closed tightly and snapped open again quickly 
to fix on the little vial, as though they could not bear to , 
either look at it or shut it out. But the colorless mouth 
stayed closed. 

“All right.” Nick sighed resignedly and lowered the mouth 
of the vial the fraction of an inch it needed to spill an 
infinitesimal drop on the trousered knee. Big Hands saw.it 
coming and jerked his leg galvanically, his mouth open now 
and bis teeth bared in a yellow snarl. But the silvery liquid 
moved faster and sank its savage bite straight and deep into 
its fleshy target, eating through the cloth like smokeless fire 
and searing into the knotted flesh with driblets as in- 
exorably, excruciatingly painful as the striking fangs of a 
hundred venomous snakes. 

The man with the big bands leapt convulsively, slamming 
his bound arms down to rub against the burning knee in 
a vain attempt to eradicate the awful agony. His neck corded 
as the strangled sounds bubbled to his lips. 

“Careful!” Nick rapped. Hugo flicked-once in front of the 
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tortured face. “I v/arned you — one scream and you’re dead. 
Don’t have much choice, do you? Suffer in silence; talk 
quietly; or die.” He watched the throat bobble as the rising 
scream died down. “Good,” he said. “Now shall we try that 
one more time?” 

Tins time he raised the vial high so that it tilted down over 
the thick nose. Slowly, slowly, slowly, he began the pouring 
motion. 

Big Hands shook his head wildly from side to side. “No, 
no, nol” he whimpered. “No!” 

“Talk?” 

“No!” 

The tiniest of corrosive driblets flecked his nose. 

Big Hands screamed. 

Nick slammed a hand against his mouth. Carefully, he 
put the vial on the table. Slowly, menacingly, he raised the 
icepick blade of the stiletto. The throttled scream became 
a strangled moan. Lips moved against Nick’s hand. Big Hands 
gave a muffled groan, repeated it, wagged his head desper- 
ately. “Enough, enough, enough,” he muttered agonizedly. 
Nick took his hand away. “I’m listening.” 

Eyes watering, body trembling, Big Hands told his story. 
It came out in painful little jerks; but out it came. 

“It was Maceo — Armando Maceo — at the Jaguar. He — he 
gets his orders from Ortega. I — don’t know anything about 
a hotel — Aaahhh! Don’t do it again!” 

Nick prodded and listened. 

When the man was finished and the sv/eat v,^s rolling dov/n 
the swarthy face, Nick knew that Spanish cigar importer 
Carlos Ramon Y’Ortega had ordered his death and that of 
the man Nick knew as Trainor. That Trainor had found the 
building site in the mountains, run, escaped, been caught 
and killed. That it was not a hotel at all, but Big Hands did 
not know what it was — Aaaahhh! As God was his judge, he 
did not know what it wasl That Big Hands bad been called 
off Nick’s trail by Ortega’s “office” in Santiago and put back 
on it when the bomb had failed to do its work. That Ortega 
traveled widely on missions that Big Hands knew nothing 
of, and that he was not often in Havana, Santiago, or even 
at the mountain site. But when he had instructions to com- 
municate he always prefaced them with the code phrase — 
Orders from Star. 

Carmela Estrella? Star? 


Big Hands managed a mutilated laugh. .That street bitchl 
Armando had told him what 'she really was! Ah, no. Clever 
Carlos had used her name as a convenience, because he did 
not want his own name bandied about even in secret com- 
munications. 

Clever Carlosl Nick shook his head unbelievingly. So he 
had even, used her name. And it had led right back to 
him- . . . ' 

There was a hammering at the door. Four shorts, three 
longs — and an extra little tap. 

Alison’s voice, quavering plaintively. “It’s your mother, 
dearie. With a friend!” 


WHAT’S IN A NAME? 


A friend. 

He had no friends. Hers? Doubt flickered in hini once 
again. 

■ But she had warned him. 

“Just a minute,” he called. Big Hands was looking up at 
him with a new glint of hope and interest in his eyes. Nick 
brought the hard edge of his palm down against the sweating 
neck and wiped o5 the expression. The man who had been 
sent to strangle him slumped sideways in the chair as far 
as the tight bonds would allow him. Nick picked him , up, 
chair and all, and carried him into the bathroom'. 

The rapping on the door sounded again. The signal, plus 
that extra little knock. 

.“Coming!” he said impatiently. Wilhelmina slid into his 
hand. He opened the door and stepped quickly to one side. 

Alison burst in with unbecoming haste, her . veils awry and 
her eyes bright with alarm. A slender young man, hardly 
more' than a boy, followed close behind her- Much too close 
for comfort. One of Alison’s arms was twisted- painfully 
behind her back, and he was holding it . so close, to him 
that their bodies touched. She shot one frantic look at Nick 
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and tried to pull away.- "He’s got a gun!” she gasped. The 
young man grinned and gave her arm a vicious twist. His 
leg sliot out and slammed the door shut and his free hand 
appeared over Alison’s shoulder. In it, Nick saw, was a 
small but deadly looking gun with a familiar protuberance on 
the snout. A silencer. 

"You will drop that gun,” the boy said pleasantly, “or the 
Senorita will be badly hurt.” He smiled. Only his handsome 
head and the cflicicnt, silent gun showed behind his living 
shield. But Alison’s body gave a little jerk and her half-veiled 
face twisted with pain and rage. 

Nick dropped VVilhelniina. Dropped her suddenly, in the 
middle of the boy’s smile and his own lightning grab for 
the slim young arm that aimed the gun at him over 
Alison’s shoulder. He caught the arm, ducked swiftly, and 
pulled. For a fleeting second the three of them seemed to 
cling together in some weird triangular dance of perverted 
love. Then the young male body, slim and graceful, sailed 
through the air over Nick’s shoulder and landed with an 
ungainly thump while Alison whirled around with a little 
squeal and collapsed, quite daintily for a welcome change, 
upon the carpeted floor. 

Nick’s coiled body uncoiled in midair and spun around to 
land one fiendish stomp kick against the young man’s head. 
The fellow groaned, rolled over groggily, and reached up with 
surprising speed to pull Nick down to him and thrust a 
sword-blade of a hand into Nick’s face. Nick snatched at the 
hand before it reached its mark and slammed the ball of his 
palm under and up against the youthful chin. The head 
snapped back and a gargling sound came from the throat. 
But the young ' body still writhed and twisted vigorously, 
the hands seeking out the vulnerable places on Nick’s body 
and jabbing painfully. The face beneath Nick was no longer 
quite so young as it had first appeared to be. Lines of strain 
and pain formed around the eyes and mouth; breath came 
heavily and cords knotted in the neck. He was not, Nick saw, 
the graceful j'oungster he had seemed, but a man of whip- 
cord strength whose youth! ul fagade had been torn awaj' to 
reveal deep lines of hatred and evil that had taken shape over 
the course of many years. He was still not old; twenty-five, 
perhaps twenty-eight, but he was forever unmasked as "the 
son, perhaps, of your Lordship’s friend;” he was an aging 
killer, bred to his evil task. 


Kiilmaster had met such men before. He kHled them 
when he could, and when he had to.. 

He killed now. 

He pinned the flailing body face downward to the floor 
and cupped bis bands beneath the chin, below the snapping, 
snarling mouth. His knees pressed down. His arms jerked 
upward. There was a snap. 

The body slumped. 

Nick sighed and stood up slowly. He turned to Alison. 
She stared at him. Looked down at the broken body. -Back 
at Nick. Her eyes were dull. 

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I should have known sorne- 
thing like this would happen. But I didn’t want it to.” 

Nick waited. 

“He was at the desk,” she said. “Asking if Lord Straven 
was registered. They told him no. I thought you might be 
interested. I thought you’d want to talk to him. So I — 
said I’d lead him to you. It was going to be so simple. 
He looked like such a kid. I jabbed my gun into him. It was 
•, very easy. But — but when we got outside he took it from 
me. Like — taking candy from a baby. And then he put his 
own gun in my back. I'm sorry. I am so sorry. I — ” she 
stopped. Great globules of tears welled from her eyes 
and trickled down her cheeks. She began again. “You killed 
■ him. Did you have to kill him?” 

Nick stared back at her, wondering why it felt so bad.'to 
be told he was a killer when he had killed so many men 
before and no one had ever seemed to give a single, solitary 
damn. 

“I’m sorry, too,” he said. "I should have let him kill me, 
instead.” 

She gave a little sob and reached out her arms implor- 
ingly. 

He reached out his own arms and held her very close. 
They murmured to each other, and they kissed. 

After a while he drew away from her and said — ^“Gather 
up your things and let’s get out of here. We’ll go to, my 
room while we decide what to do next. Wait — I’ll get what- 
ever’s in the bathroom.” 

She caught her breath. “That other one. Is be—?” 

“He’s fine,” Nick said firmly. “Just pack your bag and never 
mind what I’m doing. Unless, of course, you. want to wait 
outside.” 


“Ko!” she snapped, eyes bright but chin jutting ent 
minediy. 

“All right. So pack,” 

The room on the third floor was silent a? the gnr'-^e. 
was someone in the bathroom, but he was caggni are sCnar-. rg 
the sound sleep of the unjust one who has 
slugged. There was someone in the closet, hn: h-e hoar. 
There was a sign on the front door, and sad:- dha Mor 
Disturb. And Alison had done something :o ihe dr-O 
made it very hard to open. 

The room on the seventh floor was alh'e "rdr snril. ran- 
vivial sounds. Alison had hidden henss::' v-hnn nrn --n, nr 
came up with the laden tray, and aov.- Mr. Thnmrnn-nr 
and friend were eating. Also drinking. 

“Tomorrow,” Nick was saying, "if "nn sr- nn 

lagging along, I’d like you to hare a nnr. A n-nr- 

looking sedan. I’ll do the same mysif. Inter ~ IT nn nn. 
the map and show you where f-eT msen Tl nrtrn Jn:n; 
Hands along.” 

Alison raised her eyebrows. “Ts'nn: frrr 

“As guide,” .said Nick, “Were gnirn; 

thing. Do you have a change c; efrnrnt -nr ■":_ f _ 
real change, so you don’t lorn fie _--_fnnn ^ ~ ~ nm. 

old bag, my mother.” 



Sorensen or Bella Novak or- Jeanne LaSalle or .something 
else? Don’t get me wrong. I don’t really care. I’m just 
curious, that’s all.” He gave her his most captivating grin 
and watched the pupils of her eyes inflate like blue balloons. 
She stared at him. 

“You go on calling me Alison,” she said finally, “the way I 
call you Simon. The name doesn’t matter very much. But 
there’s a difference between you and me.” 

“I’ll say there is,” he agreed fervently. 

“And the difference is,” she went on evenly, "that. I’ve 
been honest with you. I took you for one of my own kind 
and I wanted to join up. I thought you were onto something 
and 1 wanted in. Did I ever give you any other impression? 
But you; no, you couldn't come clean with me. Not even 
now. There’re only two kinds of people in the world who 
could get the kind of information about me that you just 
came out with — conmen, crooks who know the international 
scene, and cops.” She looked him coolly in the eye. “You 
know which I am. Which are you?” 

“You’re wrong,” Nick said seriously. “There are plenty, 
of other people who can easily get that kind of information. 
I’ve told you, and it’s true — I'm neither cop nor conman. 
Fm here because I have a job to do.” 

“Oh, I’m sure of that. It’s just the nature of the jol 
that puzzles me.” 

“Then it will have to go on puzzling you,” Nick said gently, 
“I can’t make it any cieiirer than I already have.” 

They stared at each other in silence for a moment. Tensior 
built uncomfortably between them. 

Nick pushed back his chair. “You’re right,” he said. “I’m 
not being fair to you. Forget about the car tomorrow. Forget 
everything, if you can. You’ve already helped me more tlian 
I deserve. You take my room tonight — lock it carefully, 
though — and I’ll go down to yours and do something 
about our two visitors. That has to be done, anyway. Thank 
you for everything you’ve done.” He leaned over her and 
kissed her lightly on the forehead. 

“You don’t trust me!” she said angrily. “I suppose you 
think I’ll blow it, whatever it is. Goddamn it, you don’t know 
how humiliating it is to be an unsuccessful international 
jewel thief! But j'ou don’t have to rub it in You said I’ve 
helped so far. Weil, I can help again, can’t 17 You think J 
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can’t be trusted, don’t you? You think I’ll louse up some-, 
thing at the crucial moment?” 

“I don’t think that at all! It isn’t that, Alison — ^I’ve just 
realized that I’ve asked too much of you. It’s dangerous, 
don’t you understand?” She went on babbling — “Just want to 
get rid of me, that’s what you want— I suppose I’ve been a 
nuisance but — " 

“Alison!” Nick shook her shoulders. “Believe me! You’re 
in danger if you stay with me, and I’ve been fool enough 
to get you deep in trouble. I want you to go for yopr own 
sake — ” 

She was sobbing now, and the tears rolled down her 
cheeks. And still the words of self-blame came bubbling out. 
There was only one way to shut her up. 

He kissed her. Long, hard, and lovingly. Strong, brown 
hands smoothed back the tousled blonde hair and wiped 
the tears away from satin-soft cheeks. She snuffled quietly 
and shook her head to draw away from him. But he went 
on kissing, and as he kissed her he enjoyed it more and more. 
After a very little while her head stopped shaking and her 
lips returned his kiss with growing warmth. When he drew 
away she was no longer crying and there was a small light 
glowing in her eyes. 

“I’m an ass,” she said, in her normal voice. “I’m sorry 
to be such a whining mess. But the thing is, you see, I 
don’t want to go. Simon, cop or conman, I don’t care what 
you are, please kiss me again.” 

She reached for him this time and met his mouth with 
parted lips. 

After that it was the most natural and inevitable • and 
essential thing in the world that they should make their way 
slowly toward the bed, nibbling a little, kissing a lot, 
murmuring like lovers after their first frightening but delicious 
quarrel, stroking each other’s fully-clad body and making 
little motions to remove unnecessary restrictions. 

Tliey passed a light switch. Flicked it og. Passed a lamp. 
Flicked diat ofi, too. Kissed and murmured . . . “Want to stay 
with you. . , . It’s only that I’m worried, baby, honey ...” 
Clothes flicked og, too. 

And then they were in bed. 

A wave of deep contentment washed over Nick as he 
held her warm, soft form close within his arms. Her name 
might not be her own, but everything else about her was 



completely genuine— the firm, full mounds that bobbed just, 
barely perceptibly when she walked; the fiat, trim belly that 
did not need a girdle; the superbly rounded thighs that glided 
smoothly when her body moved; the gentle strength of her 
exquisite young limbs — it was all real, and there was even 
more of it when the concealing clothing had been peeled 
away. 

He found all this out very quickly, enjoying bis dis- 
coveries as if they were something new to him. Her breast 
for instance — smooth, soft, warm — no, not so soft — jutting 
out suddenly as if in triumph or appreciation of his touch. 
And here another, expanding and thrusting itself inquisitively 
against him. And this soft valley between the two rising 
peaks; here, a curving plain that was made for lying upon; 
and here, another valley, even softer and more enticing than 
the first. . . . 

She was making discoveries, too, and murmuring her 
enjoyment of them. His body, like hers, felt both relaxed 
and tensed at once, and full to bursting with the intense 
pleasure of present excitement and tingling anticipation of 
a wonderfully explosive future. 

He caressed her, at first, as if she were a cuddly kitten, 
and she purred happily at his touch. Like a kitten, too, she 
rubbed herself cosily against him, stretching out and curling 
up into, comfortable kitten shapes. Delightfully, she was a 
little ticklish, but not so much that he was forced to stop 
bis stroking explorations. Once, when she gave a throaty 
little chuckle and a tiny shiver, he drew his hand away, but 
she reached for it with slender fingers and put it back 
where she told him it belonged. 

Slowly, as they lay together, the kitten became a volup- 
tuous cat; and then the cat turned back into a lovely, 
feline woman who wanted to give all her love and be loved 
fully in return. Nick felt his waiting, half-relaxed muscles 
grow taut and eager. The little sparks shooting fire through 
his veins were spreading now, feathering out like a hot, 
excited trembling that racked his whole body and. leaped to 
hers. He twined himself around her and let her feel his 
growing urgency; just feel if, not yet put out the fire before 
it reached full blaze. Her supple body responded with a 
flexible little twist that made them both moan' with pleasure. 
It was ecstasy; but it was not the super-sophisticated kind 
of love-making that demands variations to make it interesting. 
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He knew the tricks of love— the w'ide variety of curious 
positions, the sensual little gimmicks to titillate and tantalize, 
the maneuvers and attacks that could prod passion to the 
point of no return — but he also Imew that now he had no 
need of them. Instinct told him that she would be repelled 
rather than gratified, and that she wanted to give herself in 
her own uncomplicated yet wholly satisfying v/ay. There was 
no trickery about Alison — not, at least, in bed — none of the 
carefully learned and calculated loveplay he had encountered 
on various other journeys on behalf of AXE. This one 
was not for AXE; this one was for Carter, and for her. 

He kJssed the softness of her sweet-smelling body and felt 
the mutual w-armth grow warmer. 

She made love simply and unashamedly, pretending neither 
that she was nev/ to this sort of thing nor that it was as 
commonplace to her as her morning cup of coffee and a 
cigarette. Woman’s instinct made her an adept in the art of 
love, the kind of love that needed no extra stimulus to spark 
it into life. The eager but gentle v/ay she moved and the 
little things she whispered told him, as he came to know her 
and sense v/hat she was feeling, that she made love only 
when she truly wanted to and v/hen it mattered to her. 
And so it came to matter to him, very much, that she be 
happy. 

She was velvet-soft all over, taut young muscle underneath. 
Tlie muscles tightened gradually and she sighed into Nick’s 
car. Her arms encircled him and her thighs began to pulsate 
against his. With the sv/ect taste of her breasts still in his 
mouth he kissed her with a growing heat that seemed to 
W'eld their bodies together. She moved slightly, only a little, 
with her legs. But it was readiness, a plea to give and a de- 
mand to be taken. Wordlessly, their mouths still joined, they 
came together completely. Her legs locked around his and her 
breasts seemed to be sending urgent drumbeats into his 
chest. 

Tliey rocked silently together but with a growing rhythm 
that rose and fell and rose again like the sv/ooping motion 
of a high-riding, cushioned roller coaster. He felt exhilarated, 
free, and very much alive, as though a summer wind were 
whipping into his face to take his breath away while it 
caught her silky hair and made them both laugh and sing 
inside themselves. He spoke once, softly, and all he said was 
— "Alison. . . .’’ The roller coaster dipped and soared. 
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She caught her breath and held him very close. Suddenly 
whatever they were riding on left its trachs and catapulted 
them into a world that was all sensation, no thought, nothing 
but ecstatic delight. Holding each other, they took o5 into 
space and let the hard earth fall away beneath them. 

There were stars up there, and warm, breezes, and all -kinds 
of caressing, gentle things, but through everything there was 
the hot excitement and the strange feeling of endless buoy- 
ancy and excruciating pleasure. 

But it was not endless. Slowly, luxuriously, they drifted 
down to earth, and lay in each other’s arms with their chests 
heaving from the exertion and their 'bodies bathed in a 
soothing glow. 

Alison sighed. “How happy . . . how very happy I am,’’ she 
muttered drowsily, and drifted with him into sleep. 

Afterwards, with the bedside lamp shining so that they 
could see each other, they talked. 

She saw the tiny axe-shaped tattoo he wore on his right 
elbow. Her fingertips brushed lightly across it. “What is this?” 
she asked. 

"A tattoo, luv, as you can see.” Nick tickled her dis- 
tractingly. “I’m a charter member of the Royal Hatchet 
Club. We exist merely to blackball would-be members.” 

“Executioners Anonymous,” she said lightly, and tried to 
bite the words back as she said them. Her eyebrows furrowc ' 
over downcast eyes. Nick knew she was remembering wb 
he had done to the killer with the young man's face. ‘T 
sorry,” she said. 

“Don’t be. Just tell me what you’re doing in Cuba — lookii 
for a museum to rob?” 

Alison shook her head. ‘Tve reformed. That’s all behir 
me. I came here to get away from the whole scene, tJ 
to settle down. I’m tired of flitting about from country .' 
country, here a while, there a while, always a new Ian gut'- 
and another name. I want things to be different now.” 

Amusement glinted from his eyes. “But you weren’t ;,^ 
forming when you latched onto me, were you?” 

She grinned like a little girl caught with her hand ini .: 
cookie jar. “Well, I’m tapering off.” : 

He laughed,' and planted a kiss in one small ear. 
just why did you decide to quit?” -V 

She gave a sad little sigh. “I prefer not to talk abi 
But , . , I never could quite make the grade. Little ; 
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kcp; happening. Awkward little thing'?, llicrc's no neetl point’ 
into all of them. It's the last one that rc.aliy did it." Her 
eyes clouded as she remembered, “We had thc'icv,ck, Johnny 
Arturo and me. It was the Castle Sevilla, you know, and v/r 
made quite a haul. Well, he went out first and stood aer(.' •; 
the moat, just as we’d arranged. I was supposed to ihiow 
them to him. . . Nick waited. “WcU7’* he said. She 
shrugged expressively. “I threw them. Tlicrc wa.s this awful 
little .splash . , . 1 After that there was nothing I could do but 
— give the whole thing up. It was had cnoiigii, the time 1 had 
to hold the flashlight and 1 dropped it, hut this was too 
much for all of tiicm. It was all I could do to get away, they 
were so furious. Well, a,s I said, I don’t care to talk about 
it." 

Nick rolled over and laughed with pure delight. V.’hcn he 
had recovered he kissed her with renewed vigor, and slic 
soon forgot how badly she had failed Johnny Arturo and 
his friends. 

At last he remembered to ask her — "How did you regis* 
ter downstairs, Alison? Did you use your own name?" 

She straightened proudly. “I haven’t used it in ycar,s. No, 
1 used a brand new one. Out of habit, I guess," 

“Good, Because we’re going to have to duck out of here 
quite early in the morning, and something rather nasty’s 
going to be found eventually in your room. I'hc police will 
be getting very interested in you as well as me, and I want 
you to be in the clear. But I still need your help, if you 
want to give it,” 

She took his hand and held it tightly, “Of course I do. I 
tliink I'd do just about anything for you." 

Then they started talking seriously about tomorrow. 

Later, when .she slept again, Nick made a very c.atitious 
trip to the silent room on the third floor. With his own hands 
covered in soft, flexible gloves, he c.arefully wiped o!i 
every surface that he and she might conceivably h.ivc Innched. 
Just as carefully, he jammed the clo'Wi door that hid hn. 
recent caller so that it would discourage the mo.f pcf'i'.serjt 
chambermaid, and had a few harshly pcrnia'^ivc ’.vords v.itli 
the now-w;ikcful Big Hands. When he w/o. sure of the n'.an' 
compliance, he freed him, led him out of Ali'.<vn'-. ro'^m, 
and prodded him up the stairway to the 'cvcnlh floor, 

ft was time to sec those shadows in the rncmntau:', /«r Id/.s- 
r.clf. 



MOUNTAIN MYSTERY 


“Out!” he ordered harshly. Hugo clicked open an inch or 
so below the Strangler’s right ear. 

Nick stood in the tall grass holding the car door open — 
not out of courtesy but because the big hands, that seemed 
to be casually thrust into the pockets, were tied securely 
to the body. 

The Strangler scowled balefully and heaved himself 
clumsily out of Nick’s rented car, which stood several yards 
off the road under the shade of the tall, thickly-leafed treek 
It wasn’t exactly hidden, but it wasn’t exactly obvious either. 
Nearby, but not too nearby, was a well-known View, and a 
little further on was the Highlight Hiking Trail, not nearly 
so well-frequented as in the heyday of American tourists. 
Still, the View and the Trail were among the things that 
visitors to this part of the Sierra Maestras were supposed t( 
see. 

They were about thirty-two miles west of Santiago, quiti 
close to something that caused odd shadows, or distortions 
to appear on photographs taken by high-flying Araericat 
reconnaisance planes — but not yet close enough to indicatt 
to any follower or watcher that they were heading for thai 
uncertain something. 

Nick thrust a little package into his pocket, adjusted iht 
straps of his camera equipment, and slammed the car dooi 
shut, 

“Movel” He jerked a thumb commandingly in the direction 
of the Highli^t Hiking Trail. The Strangler moved re- 
luctantly. 

They walked on for half an hour, staying on the trail at 
first and ostensibly admiring the view; taking a picture here 
and there, peering inquisitively down the small paths leading 
from the main walk, gradually picking up 'speed until Big 
Hands began to pant for breath. There was not another 
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hiker in sight. The occasional swish of cars from the distant 
main road blended into the sighing of the breeze and then 
faded altogether. 

Nick made a sharp detour behind a fall rock and prodded 
Big Hands ahead of him. There was no path of any sort in 
from of them but the tall trees were far enough apart so 
that they walked on without difficulty. He glanced at his 
watch. So far, so good. Before leaving the hotel he had 
cailcd Police Headquarters and obligingly told them some- 
thing of his plans for the day; how he was going to hire a 
car, sightsee briefly around the city and in the mountains 
in the company of a friend, then drive to the airport where 
he would leave the car to be picked up by the car-hire agency. 
Tlicn he would fly back to Havana to conclude his business, 
and hope that by that time they would have solved the 
mystery of the packaged bomb. Alison had left the hotel 
ahead of him to take care of her shopping and various other 
little details, none of which would involve a formal check- 
out from the Comodoro. The veiled lady who had checked 
in would simply disappear, Nick had checked her bag out 
along with his, after picking up the car and then the Strangler, 
and ditched the bag in a deep gully along the road to the 
Highlight Hiking Trail. If the police or G-2 were followmg 
))im — and he suspected strongly that they were — they had 
been too far behind to sec the one quick stop he had 
made. His own bag was locked in the trunk of the hired car 
where they could find it if they wished. There was nothing in 
it to excite their curiosity. 

What might excite their curiosity, in the hours or days' 
or weeks to come, could be the identity and whereabouts of 
Lord Straven’s suIlcn-faccd "friend.” But if all went well he 
would never have to answer their justifiably inquisitive en- 
, quirics. And if it didn’t — it scarcely mattered what thev’d 
. ask. 

He prodded Big Hands in the back with Hugo’s hunerr 
. point. 

, "Faster!” lie said crisply. 

Tile Strangler swore and shuffled on. 

Five minutes later Nick saw the glint of sunFsst zssizsz 
metal. A car stood waiting in the narrow din read ts kzd 
. discovered while studjing a detailed Toarir: Idaa cf 
; Beautiful Sierra Maestias. 

. It was vintage Americana, from the rra-embarao carr. 


and it looked" as tkough it had . been stuck together with 
adhesive tape. But it, was a make he had known and trusted 
since the, first car of his . boyhood days, and he approved the 
choice. He was not so sure he approved of what was behind 
the wheel. 

She was a brunette, and he liked brunettes. But the dark 
hair was drawn back from the face so tightly that the 
skin seemed parched and stretched, and the thick .black eye- 
brows were set into a darkly unfriendly scowl. A tailored : 
jacket concealed whatever shape ttere might have been 
beneath the high-necked blouse. 

Nick pursed his lips and whistled. 

.The expressionless face behind the wheel turned toward 
him, peered into the trees, and puckered its lips. An enviably 
piercing whistle split the air around, Nick’s ears. He took 
the Stranger firmly by the arm and led him toward the wait- 
ing car. 

The cold face broke into a warm smile. “Everything okay?” 
asked Alison. 

Nick flung open the back door and thrust the Strangler 
in. 

“Fine,” he said, “except that you remind me of an algebra 
teacher I once knew. She and I didn’t get along, too well;” 
He climbed in and shut the door. “Any trouble yourself?” 

She shook her head and started up. “Smooth as silk; no 
problems. Straight ahead from here?” 

“Right.” Nick glanced at the Strangler, sullen in his corner. 
“For about three miles. Then we consult the' navigator, for 
. exact directions.” 

Big Hands snarled as the old car picked up speed. 

“None of that,” Nick said reprovingly, reaching into his 
pocket. The Strangler flinched. “Do as you’re told and you 
may yet be all right.” The little package came out of 
Nick’s pocket. Big Hands watched him apprehensively. ■ 

“You said you wouldn’t — ” he began. 

“/md I won’t. Not if you cooperate.” Nick opened th( 
small packet and shook out a cylindrically shaped object tha' 
made Big Hands’ bloodshot eyes widen with alarm. Nicl 
opened .the cylinder and pulled out the contents. It looked 
as it swung' between his fingers, like a dead and halt 
skinned animal. “1 call him Antonio. Moreno,” he said, “and 
so wilt you.” 

He pulled the thing down over his head. Alison danced 
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been coming in, it could mean that whatever was being built 
was not yet recognizable even to a man of Trainer’s vast 
experience. And yet he had learned, enough to leave a mes- 
sage~“STAR.” 

Nick glanced at the speedometer. If his calculations were 
correct they should be less than four miles from the place 
by now. The road was climbing steeply; according to his 
mental map it would continue to climb rmtil it flattened out 
along a plateau to pass within two miles of the mystery site. 
The trees were thick, concealing whatever nught be up ahead. 

“All right. Slow down, Alison,” he ordered. She slowed. 
Nick turned to Big Hands. Hugo flicked through the air to 
hover suggestively an inch or two below the Strangler’s ear. 

“Now, my friend,” Nick said pleasantly, “it’s time for you 
to keep your promise. You’re going to show us the tum-oS 
to the site. Alison — keep your gun handy.” 

She nodded, watching him in the mirror, “It’s ready.” 

“Fine. Our boyfriend was good enough to tell me about a 
couple of dirt roads that lead off to the place we're heading 
for. One heads straight into it. The other’s not much more 
than a biking trail, but Sweetheart here tells me it’s good 
enough for a car for the first couple of miles. That’s the one 
we want. Lead us to it, fella." Hugo nicked the earlobe light- 
ly. “And if we meet anyone along the way, you’ll do asT 
tell you to do. If there’s any trouble at all you’U be the first to 
die. And I’m sure there’ll just be time enough for me to 
make it very painful for you. Now tell the lady where we 
want to go.” 

. Hugo found a soft place in the thick neck and stayed there, 
waiting. 

“Okay, okay. I'm telling her,” the Strangler snarled, 
"Straight ahead half a mile. Turn left.” 

The old car rattled forward. 

“Slowly, honey,” said Nick, "but be ready to jam down on 
the gas in case of trouble.” 

“Right,” She changed gear. “Do you mind felling me 
.just what this place is, that we’re going to?” 

"Tell you when I’ve seen it,” said Nick. “Until then 1 
won’t know. Careful of that — 1” The jalopy swerved sharply. 

■“Oh, good grief. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a 
back seat driver.” Alison shot him a resentful look in (ha 
rear view mirror. “You’re going to have to take a few bumps, 
buster; the road’s built that way.” 
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It wns. in fact, getting increasingly bad — so bad that it 
seemed almost as though someone had deliberately scattered 
rocks and broken branches along their path. Any self-respect- 
ing casual driver would • have given up the struggle and 

nirned back. , .r ■ -i « 

Alison slowed down to a cautious crawl. "Half a mile, 

she said. “1 don’t .see any left — oh. Is that it?" 

‘‘Ych," the Strangler growled. “Thai’s it.” 

Alison Slopped. "That" was a pitted narrow path, scarcely 
wider than the car, bulging with small jutting rocks and 
slippery with leaves. And a fallen tree lay acro.ss its ragged 
mouth. Not a large tree; just large enough to discourage traf- 
fic. Even a hiker might well have gotten the impression that 


the trail was closed. 

Hugo picked thoughtfully at the Strangler’s neck. 

"You sure that’s it?” Nick said sceptically. “Lying’s going 
to hurt you more than it will me.” 

Big Hands grinned at him unpleasantly. “I do not lie, 
Schor. Also. 1 did not say it would be easy. Is too much 
for you, this path?” 

"Is not too much, but is enough,” said Alison. She opened 
her door as Nick opened his, and grasped one end of the 
tree, 

“Don’t bother to get out, friend,” Nick told the Strangler 
amiably, hol'ling his own end of the tree. "We’ll manage by 
our.selves and you’ll only get shot in the back. That’s fine, 
Alison. Over here.” 

With the tree and some of the larger movable rocks out of 
the way, they rejoined their reluctant guide and steered a 
course into the woods. Even as a hiking trail it would have 
been uncomfortable; as a road it was impossible. But then, 
so was Alison. What she was doing with that rattle-trap car 
on that ruinous excuse for a track was little short of mirac- 
ulous. Her .strong, .slender hands played the wheel with the 
deft firmness of a skilled fisherman playing a hie fish. The 
car leaped and moaned like a wounded beast, jouncing pain- 
fully over unavoidable obstacles and squeezing its way 
through incredibly narrow spaces that threatened "to close in 
and crush them, but move it did and with surprisins sneea. 

At Inst she brought it to a rattling stop. There" eras a 
small clearing ahead, and then— nothing. Nothing buf talk 
tight trec.s and tangled brush interspersed with boulders. 
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“End of the line,” she announced. '1 can make' a turn, 
and that’s all I can do. You’ll have to walk from here.” 

“Good enough,” said Nick. “We’re on our way. Make your 
turn and wait here for me. I don’t know how long we’ll be, 
so don’t keep the motor running. But if you hear, any- 
thing — anything at all — start her up and be ready to take 
off in a hurry. And if anyone else shows up before I do, get 
going. Don’t wait — ^just go.” He opened the back .door and 
swung out onto the narrow path. “Come on, fella. Get mov- 
ing.” 

“Yes, but I can’t leave — Alison began. 

“You can. You’ll have to. Just play it the way we 
planned it, honey, and don’t pick up any strangers. I’ll give 
you the whistle signal as arranged. Out, you!” He grabbed 
the Strangler’s arm and dragged him unceremoniously out 
of the car. “And Alison. . . Nick stopped. Somehow it 
was hard to find an appropriate way of telling her to be 
careful and for God’s sake not to get hurt now that he’d let 
her get so deeply, involved with his lethal business. 

‘Til be careful,” she said somberly. “And you, too, Simon. 

. . . Come back safely.” 

He raised his hand in a gesture that was half-salute, , 
S half-wave, and turned to follow the shambling Strangler • 
across the little clearing. As be entered the tall trees behind 
the wiry figure with the enormous shoulders he heard the 
old car grunting busily as it made its turn. The sound rose 
and fell and faded gradually. 

The Strangler plodded on in silence, shouldering his way 
through thinning trees and thickening brush, stumbling 
clumsily over boulders that grew higher and higher until 
they merged into a steep hillside sprouting with thick bush 
and jagged rocks. The path, that was no path at all, became 
steadily more steep and difficult. Nick became conscious of 
the heavy camera equipment dangling by the leather straps 
from his shoulders. It was not that the weight bothered him, 
because he was used to it and had carried considerably 
heavier weights — ^including men — ^very often in his time; it 
was just that it made him aware that the climb was not an 
easy one; especially for a man whose hands were thrust into 
his pockets and secured against his body. And yet the 
Strangler was moving at a quickening pace, and his step was 
almost jaunty. “ 

He had even started to whistle softly between his teeth. 


"Cut that out!" Nick hissed at him, and jabbed him in the 
rump with Hugo. "You give me the idea that you’re warning 
anyone, and you're finished. Now keep quiet, and keep walk- 

ing/’ 

Tlic Stranclcr’s rear end twitched and the big shoulders 
heaved angrily, then slumped. He swore once under his 
breath and clambered on in silence. But there was some- 
thing watchful about his attitude, a sort of alertness that 
had not been there before. 

He was looking for something. Not a path, not a hotel 
site, not an escape route. Well, yes — an escape route of a 
,sort. He was looking for someone. And, somehow, looking 

■ with confidence, as though he knew for sure that help was 

■ near. 

Nick thought quickly. He had known that there would be 
guards about, even though the Strangler had assured him 
they would meet no one if they took what he called "the 
' back way.” But the shifty eyes had wandered when the 
man had told him that, and Nick had decided to expect some 
opposition somewhere along the trail. And there was some- 
' one up ahead. He knew it as surely as he knew by now that 
there was only one way to the site. And that was vp, Tlie 
^ maps and the aerial photographs had told him almost every- 
, thing he had needed to know. All he had wanted from the 

■ Strangler was the route ... the dirt track and the unmarked 

■ trail that did not appear on any maps. Without that help he 
‘ might have beaten the bushes for hours or days and not 

found what he wanted, or found it only after he had been 
caught searching, 

• He looked at the broad back speculatively and wondered 
: how helpful Big Hands could still be. The guard— sentry, pa- 
^ trolman, whatever he was — would have to be dealt with, 
j Even if he could be avoided now he would be a hazard on the 
“ way back down. So . . . Big Hands might be persuaded to 

• approach him, under pressure from Hugo, and lull his sus- 
^ picions long enough for Nick to jump the guard and put him 
-■,out of action. No. . . . Nick gave a mental shake of the head. 

• Big Hands was afraid of pain and death, aU right, so he 
^ . might ir>- the bluff. But an actor he was not; his face his 

manner, would be the giveaway. And, too, there was the 
- possibility that he might try something else. Uh-uh. Not to 
'■.;bc trusted. 

. And yet it would not do to lap him into sleep too soon. . 
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The site was near, somewhere up above, but there was some- 
thing missing. Sound. It was supposed to be a building site. 
But instead of bulldozers, he heard birds; instead of cement 
mixers and the click of brick on brick, the hushing sigh of a 
soft breeze lightly touching leaves. 

Then he sjiw the sign. At first it was a touch of glinting 
white half-hidden by a boulder, and then it was a board 
with Spanish lettering that told of. DANGER! ROCKFALLl 
DO NOT PASS THIS SIGN. 

And then he was certain that they were very near to a 
place that would not welcome visitors and whose keepers 
had thought of this simple but probably effective method of 
keeping them away. 

“All right, stop where you are,” Nick grunted softly. “And 
when you talk, talk quietly.” 

Big Hands stopped and turned to Nick with something 
like a sneer on his dull face. “Afraid of falling rock?” he 
whispered. “You had better be.” 

“If it falls, it hits both of us,” Nick murmured, so quietly 
that his voice reached no further than the Strangler. “Re- 
member that. And remember also that you only continue to 
live while you cooperate. You are expecting to meet some- 
one, 1 gather.” He saw the bloodshot eyes widen with sur- 
prise and guilt. “You told me we would not. With whom do 
you prefer to take your chances — with those you have be- 
trayed? Or with me?" 

“Tliere is no one to meet — ” Big Hands began hissing ur- 
gently. 

“There is.” Hugo touched the mottled cheek and scraped it 
lightly. “Don't lie. There is a guard. You knew' there vvoul 
be. There must also be a password. What is it? Tell m£ 
Quickly.” Hugo slid down several inches and stopped abov 
the heart. Nick’s eyes bored into the other man’s and hi 
words came out between clenched teeth. “What wDl you sa; 
to the man? What are you supposed to say when you comi 
here? Tell me!" 

“Nothing, nothing, I tell you — nothing!” Sweat beaded tb 
Strangler’s forehead. “Always it is only to say I have conr 
from Star. Like in the messages — orders from Star!” 

Orders from Star. There it was again. The key word, tb 
key phrase, used as a password. And Trainor could havi 
heard it, even if he had discovered nothing else but 
fimshed building and a guard who checked out visitoi 
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“Jhmk vou ” Nick said softly. “Now let us go on quietly, 
Mlh no kicking of small stones and no calling out. Be very 
;arcful if you sec your friend before I do. Because if you re 

rot — cither he will kill you, or I will. 

Bic Hands stared at him for a moment, sweat tncklmg past 
tiis eyes and down his face. In that little fragment of time 
Nick almost heard something; a sense of sound rather than 
sound itself; vibration, more than noise, 

TJie Strangler turned very slowly, like a man forcing 
himself to face a firing squad with the faint hope that it 
might not really be there. Or like a man hoping desperately 
that help would come in time but afraid it would not. He 
moved fortvard sluggishly. 

"We’re not there yet,” he muttered. “You be careful. You 
find nothing without me.” 

A prod from Hugo was his only answer, Nick was close be- 
hind; very, very close. Big Hands was getting too desperate 
to be allowed any room for sudden moves. And both of them 
knew that something was about to break. 

It broke. They heard it at the same time — a clearly audible 
sound. Not a vibration, but the rolling of a pebble and 
the sharp cracking of a dry twig. 

The Strangler stopped abruptly. For a split second they 
both froze, listening to the something that was moving up 
ahead. Then Big Hands moved. His body lurched forward 
into a running stance and his head went back as if to gather 
volume for the howl Nick knew was coming. 

Nick’s move was just a fraction of a second quicker. His 
arm shot out, Hugo still clutched in his hand, and looped 
around the neck and its straining vocal cords with the light- 
ning speed of a guillotine and the strangling bite of a hang- 
man’s noose. The faint beginnings of a gargle from the 
Strangler’s throat ended in a choking swallow. Hugo would 
have let him scream. Nick's slowly tightening arm would not, 
‘If you keep quiet,” Nick whispered into a shapeless ear, 
“you can still get out of this alive,” The Strangler’s heaving 
body stopped squirming. Nick held bis grip, no longer tight- • 
cning it, but holding firm so that no sound would escape the 
I half-crushed throat. 


Nick listened. Someone several yards away beyond t] 
r ouldcrs was walking, stopping, walking, stopping; ■ pacir 
■ slowly book ford, anm,e ite iwig, pebL if mo 


be a flat stretch for him to walk like' that, Nick thought. 
And then be felt the earth vibrate again. 

Felt it vibrate and heard it rumble. 

Now he knew how close he was. 

He knew also that he could no longer rely upon tht 
Strangler for cooperation with whoever paced so casuatlj 
back and forth beyond the boulders. And he knew that he 
had no further need of the man as a guide. He had found Iht 
place. 

The Strangler knew it, too. For a moment he stood listen 
ing to the same sounds Nick could hear, and then he gave t 
sudden twist of his body and kicked out savagely. 

It was a pity for him that he did, because it killed him 
With a little time for finesse Nick could have sent him intc 
a long, deep sleep from which be would eventually have re 
covered. Like Softshoe, for instance, who was probabh 
even now enjo}dng his coma in some nice comfortabli 
hospital. But Big Hands %vas kicking his way to death. A 
stone flew from beneath his foot and clattered noisily dowi 
the slope. Nick tightened his stranglehold around the cordec 
neck and lifted Big Hands bodily, all the strength in his owr 
^ Yoga-trained body channeled into his lifting arm and all (he 
^ strength of that arm concentrated on (hat neck. The flailing 
feet no longer kicked at pebbles but lashed out futilely at 
Nick. The big-shouldered body writhed, helpless and feeble 
against the crushing vise of human muscle. 

Nick held on relentlessly. One stab with Hugo and' il 
■would be over. But somehow he preferred to end this man 
as the fellow would have ended him. By choking him to death. 

The legs twitched and were still. The body hung limp and 
heavy on Nick’s arm like a sack of wet cement. Carefully, 
quietly, Nick carried it to the largest of the nearby boulders 
and lowered it out of sight behind the rocks. For moments 
all be could hear was the sound of bis own movements,' but 
his eyes flickered over the hillside as he finished his work. 
No one above, no one behind, and the one somewhere ahead 
not yet in sight. He stood dead still for a moment, listen- 
ing. The pacing had stopped. And then it began again, this 
time very quietly and coming directly toward him froinl 
several yards away. I 

He ran almost straight upward very quickly, leaping fhej 
rocks like a mountain goat and landing soundlessly on 
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row ledge he had spotted from below. Crouching low, be 
looked down at the scene he had just left. 

The Strangler lay crumpled behind the rock. A couple oi. 
gnrds beyond him was a ridge of boulders that stretched 
Cor several feet and then dropped sharply to an almost level 
space. A man was walking cautiously across that space, 
almost tiptoeing, his head cocked to one side and his bancLv 
clutching a rifle whose butt rested snugly against his shod- 
Jcr. He looked almost like a hunter stalkiog deer. Hxcept 
that hunters seldom wear olive-drab unifonns and co not 
commonly equip their rifles with bayonets. 

Nick stared down at him, catching a glimpse of shghtiy 
Oriental features under the peaked cap. V/ell, that didnt 
necessarily mean anything. There were many such faces in 
Cuba, and had been for generations. But this one was no 
ordinary Cuban — not with that uniform, that caudeus tread. 
that bayonet. It was tough, about that bayonet. They were 
tricky things to jump on from above. He looked arcane; 
found what he thought he wanted — ^hefted it fer weight 
and size — looked down, satisfied. 

The man in uniform had stopped again. He stood hesitat- 
ing at the ridge of boulders separating him from the b'Ody of 
the Strangler. And he hesitated just too long. It gave i>:ck. 
time to take perfect aim, to gather power into his arms and 
shoulders, and to pitch the big. jagged stone he'd found and 
watch it plumb down straight and true like a bomb onto its 
target 

There was an ugly splintering sound, a muted thnd. a cidet 
clattering of rock and metal; and then silence. The — coaid 
not have known what hit him. And he never wea!± 

' Nick looked down at the crushed head and turned awar. 

, The hillside rose above him steeply. It was a tenah cihnb. 

: Perhaps there was an easier way. But this was net imrcsirie. 

; and it was direct. He climbed straidxt upward, rramhii 
again, as he had so often been before, for the manor ddaed 
; and sturdy rubber soles of Ms speciallv bjgt shces. El- 
; and finger groped for minuscule holes, haldlism and mrr=d 
, on. Slowly, cautiously, he climbed. 

In spite of years of Yoga taininc be was randnr sdandw 

{ from exertion when he reached tb^ t-* t w 

I rested for a moment listenin? for the ra—'iEr 
' not hearing it; listening for c±s- semd- 
But this had to be the pface. ' ' " 



No more than a few feet above him the hillside flattened 
out into v.’hat was probably a small plateau. Beyond it he 
could see other peaks rising mistily, although not to , great 
heights because he was already thousands of feet above sea 
level. He was sure that what he had come to find was 
immediately above him and m front of him on a level, stretch 
or in a valley. 

He pulled himself up over the last few feet and found 
himself peering through a barbed wire fence onto a small 
plain scattered with rocks and trees. But apart from the 
rocks and trees . . . there was nothing. 

Absolutely nothing. 


THE PLACE THAT WASNT THERE 


He stared incredulously across the plateau with its scatter- 
ing of scrub and rocks und sp.ivily trees and wondered if it 
was his eyesight or his mind that he v\as losing. 

Immediately in front of him was the fence and a low 
growth of tangled brush. The fence extended for some dis- 
tance to cither side of him. Where the slope was less pre- 
cipitous and the hilltop more easily accessible to a climber 
the fence was reinforced with thick rolls of heavily barbed 
wire. But the fence in front of him, perched almost as 
precariously as Nick himself, was a lesser obstacle than th 
steep rock that led up to it. 

The small table-land that lay ahead of him beyond th 
fence was roughly circular and almost flat-topped, as if i 
had been a mountain peak aeons ago and had had its hea 
sliced off b)' some violent act of nature. But nature ha 
long since settled dowm and covered 'the earth with growll 
in the form of stunted trees that at their tallest were ver 
little higher than Nick. Some of them were clumpei 
together; others were separated by knots of bush and thi 
rougli shapes of rocky outcroppings. A man — in fact, ; 
small platoon of men — could be hidden from his view. Bui 
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there .was nothing so tall or closely psched together that h: 
vision of the full sweep of the plateau v-zs in any wa; 
obscured. Thee was no sign of ansthing in the process o 
being built TTiere was no suggestion of a clearing and no 
a vestige of construction materiaL There was not a murmu 
of sound. 

It was impossible. But there it was — nothing cut ! 
scrubby h'ttle plain on a mountain top. And }'et, accordini 
to the Strangler, this v.as the “hclel” site; and according f( 
the charts and photographs it was indisputably the plao 
he’d come to find. 

Then, too, there was the wire fencing and the dead mei 
down below. It was not everv- little tangled mountain lO] 
that had such interesting accessories. 

Nick secured his foothold on the hillside and picket 
Hugo from his sheath. The wires, he was thinking, migh 
have current running through them, and be had no desirs 
to end his days clinging painfuliy to an electrically chargee 
fence. 

Hugo’s metal blade reached out and gently tapped th; 
W'irc. There was a hissing spat of spark and sound tbai 
sent its shockwave clear through Hugo’s insij’ated haft anc 
jolted him from Nick’s band. Nick swore softly and gropec 
for the stiletto, snatching it quickly as it slid metallicallj 
down the boulder beneath bis feet. He put Hugo hack intc 
his sheath and gave the wired obstacle some serious thought 

It was impossible to leap the fence from where be crouched 
He had nothing with him to throw over it for insulation. The 
strands of wire were too close together for him to sidk 
through. There was no v/ay for him to pull and hold then 
apart. He had no way of breaking the circuit Unless . . 
But he was out of luck. 'Vv’hatcver stones could be of use 
were out of reach. Anwway, he'd need two hands, and hb 
perch was precarious enough v/ith the sle.nder handheld thal 
he had. So that v/as out, at least for now. That left one thinj 
for him to do, and that was climb it 

Here again he had a choice. "The first one he discardcc 
quickly. Theoretically he should be able to scale the fence 
by clutching the hot wires firmly with both hand.s, instan 
tancously, so that the current would course briskly througl 
one hand and come out the other. But to try that out or 
unknown voltage was an c.tperiment that »'■ 

him. He decided on the only other way, 
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His eyes traveled along the length of the fence , until they 
reached a wooden post, the nearest fence stake anchored 
in the soil. Great! There he had a piece of luck — if he could 
only reach it without breaking his neck. The space between 
it and where he was crouching now would have challenged an 
aerialist, but the distance was short and if he was very care- 
ful he could make it And the stake, because it was a 
slake, was sunk quite deeply into the earth a good 
eighteen inches or more from the edge. It left a ledge that 
he could use, still not wide enough to allow him to vault the 
high and death-charged fence, but big enough to give him 
solid footing for the first leg of his final climb. 

He slung the camera equipment back over his shoulder and 
plastered himself against the stone-and-dirt face of the cliff. 
His hands clawed out and grasped at roots and rocks while 
his feet probed the rocky shelf for any tiny footholds it 
could offer. Slowly, painstakingly, be edged and eased his 
way to where the fence stake stood planted in the soil. 

He reached out for the stake. And as he grasped it with 
one hand the diy, root-tangled earth beneath his feet gave 
way and crumbled down the hillside, leaving him swinging 
\ in the air holding onto life with one hand on a brittle 
‘fence pole and his chest jammed painfully against the ledge. 

His feet dug frantically into the crumbling soil and found 
a liny bit of leverage, just enough for him to grasp the pole 
with both hands and pull himself onto the narrow space 
between murderous fence and the drop beneath it. For a 
moment he stood there, catching his breath and offering up 
heartfelt prayer to whatever deity protected spies; and 
he stood there he heard the noise again. Somewhere, screenf 
somehow by those scrawny trees and muffled by God oh 
knew what kind of sorcery, machines were rumbling aboi 
their work. But still there was no sign of movement. 

Nick grasped the wooden pole as high as he could read 
' keeping his body clear but leaning his weight forward s 
that, if the pole should tilt beneath his weight, it would in- 
cUne toward the land rather than toward the drop. . 

It stirred slightly in its moorings but it stayed firmly 
anchored in the soil. He held it tightly, like a rope-climber, 
and with infinite care, so that neither his hands nor any 
part of his body but his feet would come in contact with 
the deadly wires. And his feet tvere soled with heavy 
rubber — sufficient insulation against any charge. He hoped, ■ 
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Two: a sturdy wooden stake, short but solid, driven firmly 
into the ground. Three: a thin, tough wire running from the 
stake to — Four: a boulder that flattened out as he approached 
it. And, five: a second stake that was driven clean through 
hard rock that was not rock at all. 

And what was strange about the shadows cast by those 
things that were not quite rocks and not quite trees was 
that they were very short for the position of the sun, as if 
the objects were much lower than they seemed at first. 

They were. 

Nick dropped to his hands and knees and followed the 
wire leading from the stake until he reached the non-rock. 

• Like the boulder in front of it, the tree beside it and the 
bushes beyond it, it was a painting — in relief. What would 
surely be taken for a cluster of trees from high above 
were thick daubs of green paint splattered over a trcctop- 
shaped bulge that was perhaps eight to ten inches in depth 
rather than eight to ten feet above ground level. And what 
seemed like rock-hard boulders \\cre large blobs of painted, 
v papier-mache-like material rising from a base of some- 
.ijthing like tough nylon canvas. 

It was enviably expert camouflage, so cunningly contrived 
that even at close range it was not at once apparent where 
reality left off and artful illusion began. Nick touched it, 
and marveled. His fingers told him first where nature blended 
into artifice, and then his eyes saw it. Scatterings of twigs 
and leaves and soil and little pebbles concealed the edge of 
the material, which itself was relief-painted with exact rep-- 
resentations of natural growth and matter. It was, he 
thought, much like the dioramas in New York’s Museum of 
Natural History, where the painted background so perfectly 
picks up and extends the motif and shapes and colors of the 
three-dimensional foreground that the eye accepts the whole- 
as true perspective. 

The only major difference was that this vista had been 
arranged largely for viewing from above. Now that he stood 
so close to it that he was almost in the picture himself he 
was no longer fooled by the height of the objects in front 
of him. Not a single tree or rock reached any higher than 
his knees over a distance of several hundred feet. Beyond ' 
that, he saw, objects once again grew to their natural height 

He brushed away loose soil and twigs until he found the 
edge of the artificial stretch of scrubland. The material was 
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IS tautly as a drumsWn, held in place xvitb a spike . 
loulh H and again by another stake connected to 
the first by Ibe thin, tough wire he bad noticed moments 
earlier. There had to be other stakes, he knew, because the 
area was large and the covering material id not give the 
impression, anj-where, of being supported from underneath 

or of sagging for want of support. 

He ^oped around through the trees and scrub tmtil ne . 
had found three more stakes, each of them thrust deep into 
the earth through the strange material and doubly secured 
by the second stalre. The camouflage was not flung over 
romething, he was sure; it was stretched across an open 
space. And it was as tough as rhino hide. 

Arain he looked around and lirnned. If there were guards, 
they were well-hidden. The only sound was the throbbing 
rumble of concealed machinery. 

It came from beneath the camonSage. 

Nick slid the stiletto from its sheath and crawled across 
the boundary line betvreen reality and fake. He pushed 
down hard against a stretch of Sat, twig-scattered rock and 
felt it give sUghtly beneath his hand. Bui only slightly. V/hat- 
cver the material was, it was strong and about as flexible 
as a thick layer of rubber tire. He plunged Hugo’s razor- 
edged blade down into the stufl and found a resistance 
surprised him. 

AXE’S Editing Department would he interested in this, if 
he could ever get a sample to them. He hacked away ensr- 
elically until he had removed a small square about fenr 
ichcs acres: and more than one inch thick, and when it 
ame free h.e thrust it into the poclmt cf hhi pants, Theu he 
ccrcd down into the opening. 

A faintly musty breeze caught hi: n.cntrils. tike a creath. . 
if stale air from a tomb. But the cavecu autnemeath t’ns 
nvering was more brigbily lit and infinitelv lareer than any 
omb he had ever seen. He inched forward and clamped 
us fa« against the opening, feeling the camouflage material 
ag slightly beneath the weight of his body like a rubber 
natlress. But it held him as securely as if it had been a 
Sigantic safety net. 

a-iHiS sw. ^elow him, bathed in lights stronger than the 
hipplcd sunlight on the trees behind him, was a buildm- 


tile. 


It was not quite lik,e anything he had 
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and yet some of its elements were horribly familiar — those 
big, circular holes, for instance, lined with what looked like 
solid rings of concrete; and the air of dedicated, efficient 
activity among the workers, characteristic less of the civilian 
than the military. They looked, in fact, as though they were 
wearing some Eastern nation’s version of fatigues. But he, 
could catch only distant glimpses of their faces and could 
not be sure of what he thought he saw. 

What he was sure of was the nature of the site and how 
it had been put to use. Directly beneath hta he could see the 
natural slope of the land that was now covered by the cam- 
ouflage. The lights from below cast only a dim glow, on the 
upper slopes, but it was enough for him to see that what' 
had looked like a mountain table-land from only a short 
distance away was actually a shallow valley with a man- ' 
made lid on top. Its sides sloped gently down to a bed that 
nature must have made nearly flat and planted with lush 
undergrowth. Now it was perfectly level — but for the gaping 
round holes — and all undergrowth was gone. 

Nick eased back from his peephole through the whatever-- 
■“-it-was and opened up his camera case. It was an unusual 
; although it looked pretty much like one of the 
,• - _ expensive twin-lens reflexes, and it came equipped 
with very special lenses and highly sensitive film. He was 
almost sorry there was so much light bathing the scene below; 
he would have liked to try out the photo-emissive cell and 
test the film to the limits of its sensitivity, but he wouldn’t 
need to. He could, though, make good use of the snooper- 
■ scope and its telephoto extension. 

First he attached AXE's latest model of the snooperscope, ' 
which they had christened “Busybody” because of its highly ., 
developed ability to nose out secrets and pass them on to ’ 
interested parties, such as the men at headquarters; and then 
he backed off several yards from the edge of the camouflage, 
to take what the photographic boys referred to as estab- ■ ' 
fishing shots. 

' -.The Busybody was viewfinder and lens combined. Nick ' 
put the rubber, cup-shaped eyepiece close against his eye 
and squinted through it. Sharp colors and differently tex- 
fered shapes leaped back at him with startling clarity, bring- 
ing natural objects into 3-D vision and flattening' out Ihe 
camouflage like a backdrop on a stage. He shot busily, for 
several minutes, varying distance and angle as much as he , . 
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and yet some of its elements were horribly- familiar — ^those 
big, circular holes, for instance, lined with what looked like 
solid rings of concrete; and the air of dedicated, efficient 
activity among the workers, characteristic less of the civilian 
than the military. They looked, in fact, as though they were 
wearing some Eastern nation’s version of fatigues. But he 
could catch only distant glimpses of their faces and could 
not be sure of what he thought he saw. 

What be was sure of was the nature of the site and how 
it had been put to use. Directly beneath him he could see the 
natural slope of the land that was now covered by the cam- 
ouflage. The lights from below cast only a dim glow on the 
upper slopes, but it was enough for him to see that what 
had looked like a mountain table-land from only a short 
distance away was actually a shallow valley with a man- 
made lid on top. Its sides sloped gently down to a bed that 
nature must have made nearly flat and planted with lush 
undergrowth. Now it was perfectly level — but for the gaping, 
round holes — and all undergrowth was gone. 

Nick eased back from his peephole through the whatever- 
-Jt-was and opened up his camera case. It was an unusual 
.'camera, although it looked pretty much like one of ‘the 
more expensive twin-lens reflexes, and it came equipped 
with very special lenses and highly sensitive film. He was; 
almost sorry there was so much light bathing the scene below; 
he would have liked to try out the photo-emissive cell and 
test the film to the limits of its sensitivity, but he wouldn’t 
need to. He could, though, make good use of the snooper- 
scope and its telephoto extension. 

First he attached AXE's latest model of the snooperscope, 
which they had christened "Busybody" because of its highly 
developed ability to nose out secrets and pass them on to 
interested parties, such as the men at headquarters; and then 
be backed off several yards from the edge of the camouflage 
to take what the photographic boys referred to as esta^ 
lishing shots. 

■ .The Busybody was viewfinder and lens combined. Nick 
put the rubber, cup-shaped eyepiece close against his eye 
and squinted through it. Sharp colors and differently tex- 
tured shapes leaped back at him with startling clarity, bring- 
ing natural objects into 3-D vision and flattening out the 
lamouflage like a backdrop on a stage. He shot busily, for 
leveral minutes, varying distance and an^e as much as he 
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could ^vUhout moving too fur from the little he’d 

cm What he wanted was a set of pictures that would sh 
exactly how and where the incredible . 

rubber-watcr-rcpcllcnt-paint-and-papter-mache-w^ hem , 

used. When he had covered the extenor ^xhaustixely he at 
tached the telescopic extension and moved back to 
he’d cut. Afterwards, perhaps, he would .have an 
to walk completely around the hidden valley on a 
survey of the area, but right now it was more 
record what was going on below. And, if possible, w:ra: xan 
of people were running the show. 

He stretched out full-length with his lep cn ranrrs; 
and his body across the roughly-texnred. SexTrie 
Again, there was only (he slightest sarginr ssnsxrrea. _Xf 
slufl was fantastic! Hawk would re fasinatef. 

Adjusting the camera straps abrr: hi? nerx " ehs 
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heavy equipment, he Icokec c:~~ mr rae ‘vnlsy 
the camera’s snooping eye. 

Once again all shapes arc 
dinary distinctness, cr'.rrs ; 
clear as though outiirec w-i-jb 
(he Busybody firs: as 
over (he whole rveer 
fixed ever)' 'detail c: r 
the shutter meth-rf:: 
outside world and r 

He framed and sr; 
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into the forms 
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rumbling intemrrrr.:' 
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film, and fie took each one with individual care. A jeep, a 
truck, a bulldozer; a group of working men; ' close-ups of 
individual faces, distorted by the high angle but stai recog- 
nizable for what they were; immense crates, stiii-rmpacked, 
but significant for their great size; a wide shot of all six 
giant holes; additional shots of separate holes and the men 
who were still lining them with rising rings of concrete. 

At last he pulled back from his peephole and packed his. 
camera away. Here was proof, solid and incontrovertible, 
that Cuba was preparing a new rocket fleet to mount against 
— whom? Almost certainly, the United States, And not, this 
lime, with Russian help. But the interesting thing was how 
many Chinese faces he had captured in his finder, and how 
few faces looked remotely Cuban. Not one of the men down 
below had been, dressed in Cuban Army uniform. There was 
not an ofBcer in sight But there were fatigue-dressed China- 
men strolling about and giving orders, as though they were 
the bosses of the team. 

It looked very much as though the Castro Government had 
turned their defense arrangements over to the Communist 
Chinese. And yet the man who used the code name “Star” 
was supposed to be a Spanish cigar importer named Carlos 
Ramon Y’Ortega. ... 

Nick frovmed down into the pit. An aggressive act against 
Cuba was among the last things in the world that AXE or 
the U.S. Government wanted. This was the kind of situation 
that should be dealt with by the United Nations. But by 
the look of things below, the missile base might be operative 
within the next week or ten days. And prevention was always 
so much better than a cure. 

Even a delay would help. 

He reached into his pants pocket for Pierre. 

Pierre looked like a large metal marble, but his looks were 
the least of his talents. He was a hollow sphere containing a 
small' quantity of exceptionally lethal gas. Used in a com- 
p^atively small space, he was death in little more than 
thirty seconds. Used in a large area, such as the space below, • 
he made people very ill and did uncomfortable things to 
their nerves. So uncomfortable that bedrest and close medical 
attention were required. 

Nick applied pressure and gave an abrupt twist, waited 
out a count of five and gave the final turn. The tiny .tiriicf 
within Pierre’s ingenious mechanism started marking off the 
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fractioQ of an instant later' a bullet bit viciously into his 
camera case and ricocheted off into the trees. He fired 
back rapidly -with two swift shots so close together that they 
were almost one and saw them smash into their target. The 
man fell forward with a choking scream, his fiiigers still 
clutching the trigger as if welded to it. Searing bullets ripped 
into the rubbery material and slammed their deadly message 
down into the hollow below. Nick cursed, and ran. Pierre was 
getting unexpected reinforcements down there,, and maybe 
just a few seconds too soon. How long could it take them to 
send an armed troop swarming onto the valley road to ring 
the hillside — 7 Only instants, probably. And if Pierre’s dead- 
liness had not yet taken hold it would dissipate in the open 
air. 

Nick struck out through the brush and ran with great 
loping strides toward the electric fence. Now, too late, he 
cursed himself for not having shorted it before. 

■ The gun clamped in the dead man’s hands still chattered 
on behind him. If he had dropped down in their midst him- 
self he could scarcely have alerted them to his presence, and 
his whereabouts more obviously. He suddenly saw a vivid 
mental picture of what might have happened down below-r- 
a killing stream of bullets tearing into a group of working 
men from out of the blue, cutting them to screaming ribbons. 
It was an ugiy thought. But there was a more cheering one, 
from Carter’s point of view: they would already have heard 
the fire from above, and the sudden attack in their very 
midst might — just possibly — confuse them and delay them. 

There, thank God, was the fence. But where in hell had 
he left those two big stones? 

He slowed his running steps and jogged along the length 
of the fallen fence. Ah! There they were. He thrust Wil- 
helmina down info his waistband and scooped the stones up 
with both hands, placing one on either side of , the lowest 
strand of jagged wire. It was then that he heard the shouts 
answering each other and the sounds of feet crashing through 
the. brush. He drew his hands slightly apart to give himself 
some leverage and slammed the stones together',' with the wire 
between them. Goddamn! Not quite. The , wire flattened 
between the two swift-striking stones, but held. He' slammed 
again with all his force, feeling a jolt of pain in his upper 
arm where the bullet had creased it. This time, there was a 
little crackling, explosive sound and .’the' wire strand parted. 
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Now he could locate the direction of the running feet: 
thev were on the plateau, and they were coming rapidly 
toward him. He whipped Wilhclmina from his waistband 
and' touched her metal nose to each of the parallel wires 
in turn. No reaction. The break had shorted them. He 
crouched low and slithered through the space left by the 
brohen wire, hearing the cries and footsteps drawing closer 
by the second. But they were not coming directly at him; 
there was an uncertainty about the movements that made him 
think that his pursuers did not yet know exactly where he 
was. And that would be a help. 

Nick started climbing downward quickly. Too late he 
thought of how wonderfully and horribly ironic it would 
have been to return exactly as he had come and leave the 
electrically charged fence to spit its deadly message at who- 
ever might come after him. But maybe it was just as well 
he hadn’t tried it— in the rush of his retreat he might have 
touched the deadly wires and gotten hung up on them him- 
self. And as a target he would have been just too good to 
miss. 

He looked up. There was still no sign of close pursuit, 
nllhough the sounds were growing louder. From where he 
was, it looked as though that low ridge of brush might hide 
the dangling wire for a little while at least. 

The climb down was easier than the upward haul. He 
moved so rapidly that it was only when he reached the 
Strangler's lifeless body that he heard the shouting voices 
high above him at the crest of the steep hillside. The fence, 
by now, was almost hidden from his view, so that he would 
not have seen it if he hadn’t known exactly where to look. 
But he did know, and as he gave it a parting look he saw 
(wo blobs of moving, shouting camouflage beyond it. He 
leapt over the dead Strangler and the high boulders bevond 
the body with long, distance-eating strides. A volley of shots 
slammed into the rocks behind him and he zigzaceed bjjisklv 
down the unmarked, sloping path he had walked along an 
hour — two hours? — before. 

For long, valuable moments there were only shots and 
shouts behind him, no ninning feet. Then all sounds "need 
as he left them well behind. For about thiny secczcs he 
heard nothing hut his own bard breathing and his ri---— -r 
itinning feet. The path became easier, and he reessed ±1: 
he would reach the grove and the little clearins h^vend ' — 


:bout three or four minutes. It began to look as though he’d 
ooled them with the fence. - 

And then he heard them. A rock rolled and clattered to 
1 stop somewhere along the trail he’d taken. A harsh voice 
larked an order. More stones clattered and the undergrowth 
lehind him became filled with crackling sounds. He dodged 
lehind a rock and took a rapid look around. They were still 
lut of sight and sounded as though they were fanning out, 
lut some of the pursuing noises were getting uncomfortably 
lose — and suddenly the first man came into view. He was 
all and long-legged, with a distance-melting stride that 
Hatched Nick’s own, and he was following the trail with 
he speed and keenness of a hunting dog. 

Nick took careful aim. Let the running man come a little 
:loser wHle he scanned the tangled growth to see how many 
others might be near.-Saw none. 

And fired. 

The man dropped like a falling tree, soundless but for 
the thud of his body and the clatter of his gun. Nick streaked 
dS toward the tall trees in the distance. 

One minute. Two minutes. Nearly there. Soon he shoulc 
be hearing the sound of a running motor. 

The air exploded with bursts of rapid gunfire. Hf 
crouched low and took a slalom course toward (he tall trees 
hearing the bite of bullets into wood and rock much tdc 
close behind him. Twigs and pebbles slithered beneath JiL 
feet Another hundred yards . , . feet . . . inches . . . and af 
last he flung himself into the grove of trees. Bullets san| 
and spat behind him. He drew a deep breath and gave a 
piercing, three-note whistle and ran on through the trees, 
dodging outflung roots and hot lead. There was only a few 
yards left and the trees were thinning. But he could not 
hear the motor, nor could he see the car where he expected 
it He whistled again and heard a bullet thunk into a tree bare 
nches behind him. 

His feet skidded dangerously over slippery leaves and 
alien forest rot. For one heart-stopping moment he thought 
hey would fly out from under him and leave him at the 
nercy of his hunters but he caught himself in mid-skid and 
vent on running. Now, certainly, he should see the car. . . • 
Jut it was gone. His heart dropped like a lump of lead into 
lis stomach. She had left. He had told her to get going 
he felt she had to, but somehow he had expected her to, 
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wait for liim no matter what. He cunsed himself bitterly. It 
had l)coh too much to ask of her. Of course he should have 
expcelcil her to leave when the going got rough. Or else — 
and his heart dropped even lower as he flung himself across 
the liny clearing — someone else had gotten to her first. 

Someone else had. 

He saw the sprawled figure about five yards beyond the 
place where he had c.vpecicd to sec the car. 

Jt was as still as Death and its outflung arm seemed to be 
clawing frantically for a gun that was inches beyond its 
reach, as if it had dropped when its small owner had fallen 
to the ground. Nick saw the red crease on the forehead and 
ran on. 

The chances were the figure would rise again some time 
and reach for the gun. It wasn’t dead. 

Nciilier was it Alison. 

He whistled again, shrilly, and this time he got an answer. 
Two answers. One was the throbbing of a motor and the 
other was a piercing whistle that put his own to shame. 

Nick scrambled down the slippery, rock-and-leaf-strewn 
path and saw metal glinting through the trees. Shots whined 
behind him but they were nothing to him now. He rounded a 
curve in the makeshift road and saw the old car moving very 
.slowly yards ahead of him. The back door flapped gcrtly 
as the jalopy jogged along. He gave one more triumphant 
whistle, fcciing his erratic heart soar back into its rightful 
pl.acc, and grabbed the door handle. 

The ancient motor roared as he clambered in and slammed 
the door against the outside world. 

“So what kept you?” Alison asked interestedly, revving 
her steed into a hearty gallop. “Sorry I had to move along, 
but this little creature came creeping out of the bushes 
and 1 thought I’d belter let him have it. Not to kill, you 
understand. Just to keep him in his place.” She changed 
gear busily. “You all right? You look a little bloody.” 

“Dtmdy,” he said. “Thank God you’re okay. And try to 
keep yuiir head down, will s’ou? We’ve still got companj’.” 

1 hear it, she said drily, and scrunched down in the 
scat. “I leave jt to you to hold them off because I warn you— 

I m no good at changing tires.” 

It was an apt warning and he already had Wilhelmina 
jammed against the rear window. The car barreled down 
corrugated Unck and he watched the clearing recede ranidiv 



behind them. A running figure appeared, gun raised to fire. 
The car swerved violently around an obstacle arid a bullet , 
sang past them uselessly. Alison twisted the wheel and 
slammed the car in a sudden turn that took it through a tree- 
crowded space that made Nick wince, 

“You’ll never make it—” he began. And stopped, because 
they had already made it 

Now the sounds of pmrsuit came at right-angles to the 
car. Nick cranked the window down and sighted at a piece 
of slithering camouflage. He fired once. The follower 
screamed, threw his weapon in the air, and dropped. 

The car lurched energetically and made another turn. 
Alison pumped the gas and took off like a bird. All at once 
the road seemed like the smoothest macadam compared to 
the rugged forest trail. Nick jerked his head around. They 
were back on the dirt road that had led them to the tum-ofi 
and were heading downhill like a rattling rocket 

When he looked back again he saw the jeep. It was 
jouncing down the road behind them about three hundred 
yards away. It must have come, he figured, from the road 
that led directly to the valley site. 

“I see it,” Alison said calmly. Miraculously, the old car 
'I found fresh reserves of energy and picked up speed like an 
' old man who has spotted a pair of gorgeous legs sauntering 
along ahead of him. 

The jeep clattered on behind them. Nick stuck his head and 
gun hand cautiously out of the side window and watched 
it slowly gaining. Alison started weaving like a drunk, but, 
a drunk with phenomenal powers of speed and discipline. 
Shots bit into the dirt yards short of them. But the jeep was 
picking up speed. Nick aimed. Still too far for him to be 
sure of hitting wheel or windshield, but any moment now. 
And the same was true for those who were shooting from 
the jeep. 

Nick squeezed the trigger gently. And then a strange . 
thing happened. So strange that he released the trigger with- .• 
out firing and just stared. 

It was the jeep, nov/, that was behawrig like a drunlc. It ^ 
swayed and bounced across the road, a thing possessed, 
and first it speeded up and then it slowed. And then it,; 
swerved clear across the road and slammed into a tree. 
The last thing Nick saw before Alison took the next swooping 1 
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cun-c ‘was an armed man in fatigues crawling unsteadily 
out the back of the jeep and retching on the road. 

Pierre had managed to be useful, after p.11. 

For the next few minutes they drove on in comparati\-e 
silence. The only sounds were the rattling of the old jalopy 
and Aiison’s voice raised in a tuneless little song. 

No one was following them. 

Nick peeled off the mask and w'added his handkerchief 
beneath his shirtsleeve against his bleeding shoulder. WTbile 
he dressed he looked at Alison and listened to her tuneless 
little song. 

"You drive better than j'ou sing,” he said finally, pulling 
on Lord Straven’s jacket. “In fact, you drive better than 
anyone I know. As a matter of fact I even like the way you 
sing,” 

"I do drive well,” she said gravely. “They always said I 
did. I suppose you’ve wondered w'hy they put up with me. 
It’s because I can smell a phony at a hundred yards — though 
I don’t always smell him right. And because I can drive any 
kind of car, make any getaway. And open any kind of lock. 
My only problem is. . . .” 

“You drop things,” Nick finished for her, inspecting his 
camera and finding it intact. “But you didn’t drop this one, 
baby, and I will always love you for it” 

“I hope you w'ill,” she said. “Maybe enough to tell me what 
this is all about. Or don’t spies ever tell their secrets?” 

He stared at her image in the mirror, “We try not to,” he 
said finally. 

She gave a crooked little grin. “You do, anyw'ay. But don’t 
worry, Simon baby — whoever j’ou are. I’m on j’our side.” 

There was still no one coming after them when she dropped 
him off at their original meeting place and promised to ignore 
him on the plane. He watched the dust settle on the road 
behind her and waited several minutes to be sure she was 
not being followed before striking off through the woods to- 
ward his own hired car. 

He met a hiker on the trail who gave him a friendly 
and went along his way. ■ 

There was a car parked not too far from his. He an’rled 
.slowly toward his own, mopping his brow like a r-^- 
antly exhausted from a long and inwsorEtins' enli. Thers 
was one man in the car and another strclliza ~ — r 

as though he did not particularlv en'cT the ~ .~s- 


smiled at him, his fingers twitching to get at Wilhelmina, 
and they nodded back. 

His car was undisturbed. So was Nick, after the first few 
seconds of doubt. He drove off, sure that they would follow 
him downhill sooner or later; equally .sure that they would do 
no more than follow him. They were simply plainclothes- 
men doing their job, and that was to keep an . eye on a man 
who’d come uncomfortably close to being blown to pieces 
by a bomb in a hotel bathtub. 

He drove back to Santiago at a comfortable pace and 
let the other car pass him along the road. No one bothered 
him on the way. And he made the evening plane with a good 
half-hour to spare. The only thing aboard it that looked 
familiar was a smiling mouth that turned away when he 
caught the matching eyes. And, of course, the little stum-- 
bling movement as a pair of exquisite legs made their way 
along the aisle. 

There was the usual hassle over cabs at the Havana Air- 
port. Nick watched Alison find one to share with a young, 
mother carrying a baby, and took the bus himself. Again,. - 
he was uncomfortably aware of someone watching him. But- 
the bus was full and it was impossible to pinpoint the staring 
eyes. He only knew that there were several people on the' 
bus who had not been on his plane and he looked them ovt ' 
with a casual eye. No one met his gaze. And yet his sixt 
sense told him positively that someone nearby was very in 
terested in him. 

Someone was. There had been two observers, but Armandi 
Maceo had stayed at the crowded airport only long enougl 
to finger Nick and turn him over to a man who had donf 
several jobs for him and Carlos before, including that half- 
bungled business of the boat in which the Yankee had 
.'managed to leave some kind of message on the deck, I! 
was matter of considerable annoyance to Armando (hat 
Straven had come back from Santiago and the Strangler had 
not. Strangler v/as a good man at his job. And Straven was 
altogether too slippery a customer. 

Armando hurried to his own car and headed back toward 
the Casa Del Jaguar. He had been away altogether, too long,, 
after Carlos had snarled the order at him to go to the airport 
and stay there until he saw Straven coming back and then 
have someone else lake care of him .- -it was getting to be 



about the time that things usually started warming up at 
the Qub. 

So he left, driving rapidly and wondering if Carlos had 
had any news from Santiago in the meantime. But whatever 
the news, Straven’s death sentence had been passed. 

The man he had left to attend to Nick was small and un- 
obtrusive, even though he carried a cane. It onl}' made him 
look even more inconspicuous and fragile, somehow. 

He was still behind Nick when Lord Straven returned to 
his hotel after the long day’s absence. 

And he was in the big lobby making patient plans when 
Carmela hurried in. She was in too much of a hurry’ to 
notice him — a man whom she thoroughly disliked and whose 
presence here would have caused her deep distrust — but her 
arrival was of considerable interest to The Cane. It made him 
think he needed to adjust his plans. But that was surely 
something he could do without consulting Carlos. It might, 
indeed, be a triumphant feather in his cap. 

The first thing Nick did after picking up his stored bag 
was to put a call through on a house telephone to Alison 
O'Reilly’s room. She answered at once and assured him that 
all v.'as vrell. He suggested that she have a good night's sleep 
and meet him for -an early breakfast. Rather regretfully, he 
thought, she agreed and rang off. 

He went up to his room and inspected it carefully. No one 
but the maid had been here since he’d left. To his great re- 
lief, Oscar Johnson had not been tampered %vith. He closeted 
himself in the bedroom and prepared a message, wondering 
.'IS he did so how he could best manage another meetinE 
with Carmela. 

It was still very early in the London morning, but when 
Red Turner aroused himself he would receive a messase that 
read, as translated; 

• 

SITE IS MISSILE BASE ALMOST COMPLETELY 
STAFFED CHICOMS AND NEARING COSLPLE- 
1 ION. STAR EQUALS ORTEGA. NO DIRECT LINK 
PROVED YET BETWEEN BASE OR ORTEGA AND 
CUBAN GOVERNMENT, SO SUGGEST EXTREME 
CAUTION AND PREPARATION OF DOCUMENT 
XA. SUPPORTING MATERIAL TO BE SENT EAR- 
LIEST IN CARE OF S & H YOUR ATTENTION. 




USE OW JUDGMENT AND SEND ALL DATA SOON- 
ESl'. GIVE MY LOVE TO THE BLONDE. 

Nick grinned and put Oscar Johnson back to bed. It 
svas the lost time he would use the radio, he decided, at 
least in the hotel. If anyone had been tuned in to the curi- 
ously worded mcssagc.s flying between Havana and London 
tlicy might get interested enough to start playing around with 
a direction finder. 

He realized suddenly that he was stars'ing and that lie 
hadn’t had a drink since the night before. Definitely titis 
was something that had to be remedied nt once. He opened 
his bedroom door and headed for the liquor supply in the 
living room, and it was only then that he heard the r,harj5, 
repeating rapping on the front door of his suite. 

Not Alison. She would have come in williout knocking, 

"Who is it?" he called. 

There was an exclamation of impatience. "At last! It's nic, 
Carracla. Quickly, let me ini" 


DEATH CARRIES A CANE 


Nick opened the door a cautious couple of inches and 
braced his body against it. He was prepared for anyihing up 
to a platoon of killers, hut Carmela stood alone 
tapping her foot impatiently. Site filled his ^ ’J'' 

piled high upon her head, red lips gli.stcning, e.>C' fn.>, p. 
with green fire — and a dark bruise monling V,;,' 

cniH fnrc'mc nnsrion and concern 


“I know when you came back!” -Her voice. was harsh with' 
what seemed to him to be anger. She stopped in the middle 
of the living room and swung around to face him. "Carlos 
says that you and your accomplices have been interfering', 
in our business affairs — spying on the hotel and causing trou- 
ble at the site.” 

“Accomplices! Spying!” He laughed incredulously., “Car- 
mela, I think your Carlos is out of bis mind. 'What accom- 
plices, for instance?” 

"How should I know who they are?” she snapped., “A big 
man with a swarthy, snarling face, and an ugly woman — 
that’s all 1 know. Except that you told me you were going 
to Pinar del Rio and you went to Santiago instead. And 
after that all sorts of things started happening at the site. 
-Workers hurt, sabotage, all sorts of things. Why did you go 
to Santiago?” 

Her eyes flashed angrily. She looked incredibly beautiful 
and alive. 

“I had a change of plan,” he said mildly, though his mind 
was churning furiously. “An opportunity for a business deal 
■\came up in Santiago, I went there for a meeting, I came 
back. 1 shall have to make my trip to Pinar del Rio to- 
morrow, instead.” He put a touch of menace in his voice.- 
“But may I ask, my dear Carmela, how you happen to know 
so much about my comings and goings? The last time we ' 
talked you were going to wait for me — not have me followed.” ' 

She had the grace to lower her eyes. "It wasn't I who had - 
you followed. It was Carlos — and Armando. I bad nothing 
to do with it — Armando had you followed from the moment ' 
you left my bedroom.” 

“And you are angry,” he said softly, letting the wonder- 
ment play across his face. “I oflered you, with all my heart, 
everything a man can give a woman. And you come to me, 
angny because friends of yours have had me followed and 
given you a fantastic story about accomplices and sabotage! 
Carmela! What kind of woman are you?” 

"A/J woman!” she said furiously. “You offered me love 
and all the world, but you are just as bad as Carlos! Is it 
the business you are interested in — the casino and the hotel? 

Or is it me? He is all business, but you — you claimed to be 
different. You would make me happy! You want me' all to 
yourself! And what do you dp? I don’t know; what you do 
— do not understand anything that is going on — but alter 
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you leave me with all your promises the next thing I know 
is that you have lied, you have gone to visit the hotel site, 
and Carlos is enraged like some murderous beastl” Her eyes 
flashed again and she started pacing rapidly back and forth 
across the thick carpet of his elegant living room. “Is it 
that you want to make use of rne-too? Are you going to be 
another Carlos? Because if that is so you might as well get 
out of my hfe right now. Don’t play with me — Lord Simon 
Straven. I want love, not another business deal. Carlos hit 
me tonight because of you. Not because we made love to- 
gether but because you spied. He would have killed me if 
it — if it had been more convenient for him.” 

Her face was flushed and there was a surprising dampness 
in the glittering green eyes. Nick felt a sudden rush of pity 
for this dazzling, vital woman. She was half-acting, he was 
sure; but only half. Love, not another business deal. . . . 
Probably she wanted both, but at least she did want love. 
He had none to offer her. Yet he did need what she could 
offer him. Of one thing ho was sure — she genuinely did not 
Imow what was at the “hotel” site. He could be wrong. But 
he would take that chance, 

“if you’re finished, Carmela,” he said gently, “listen to me 
for a moment. It is quite true that I had meetings in San- 
tiago.” It was, too. “It is also true that I was extremely 
interested in your hotel site from the moment you mentioned 
it. But only because I thought the secrecy surrounding it was 
so verj’ curious and I was afraid — for your sake — that some- 
thing very wrong was going on behind your back.” Carmela 
said something that sounded like “Pah” and turned a look 
of scorn upon him. “So I had someone look at the site,” 
he went on carefully, “Not to sabotage it or anything as 
melodramatic as that — ^just look at it and see what kind of 
hotel your Carlos is building for you.” Suddenly his voice 
rose and lashed out at her like a whip, “I hope you don’t 
really know what he’s building you, Carmela! I know flow, 
imd 1 should hate to think that you know! Because if you do, 
there is no future for us together and no future for you at 
Her scornful look turned to one of pu 2 ^ement and 
e.ir. She took a couple of steps away from him and opened 
cr mouth to speak. “I should particularly hate to think,” 
NKk went on relentlessly, “that you loathed the western 
or. , mcluding England — which I had hoped you’d make 
)our home so much that you would want to destroy it 



with the help of Chinese Communists. I hnow you Cubans 
will take any kind of help from anywhere, but that, 1 think, 
is going a little too far," He dug into his pocket and pulled 
out his first cigarette of the day. He felt he needed it, since 
he hadn’t yet been able to pour himself that drink. 

Carmela gasped. Her great green eyes widened and she 
said: “What are you talking about? I don’t know what you 
mean!" 

And she didn’t. He could read it in her face. 

Nick lit his Players. “Are you sure, Carmela? Then I’ll 
tell you. It’s a rocket installation. A missile base. Being built 
on Cuban soil by Chinese Reds without the knowledge of 
your government.” He was not by any means sure of this 
last point, but he was beginning to get some inkling of why 
Ortega had used her. The Russians bad had no need for a 
Carmela when they planted their first bases for the simple 
reason that they were hand in glove with Cuban officialdom. 
. . . Officialdom. That was another thought. Somewhere in 
this tangle there had to be some kind of government official. 
Paid by someone other than Fidel. Or why Carmela? “It’s 
almost ready for use," he added, watching surprise and dis- 
belief jolt through her like a current. 

■' “No! That’s not true! That’s not possible!" she blurted. 
"You must be crazy. The casino is a casino and the hotel 
is a — " 

“Missile base," he said firmly. “Ask Carlos to let you see 
it for yourself. If he won’t, of course you must realize how he 
is using you. You will be what (he Americans call the ‘goat’ 
And you will be helping to wipe out half the world; Half 
the world, Carmela, or maybe even more than that!" He 
stared into her eyes as she shrank back. “Of course it may 
not matter then who is to blame. But it matters to me, now." 

"I didn’t know, I didn’t know,” she whispered, “I swear 
that^ I knew nothing. Please God, you must believe me, 
Simon.” She was crumpling like a beautiful flamboyant 
flower dying in a drought. 

“I do believe you, Carmela,” he said gently, and drew her 
comfortingly into his arms. "Forgive me for hurting you— 
and letting Carlos hurt you. But it’s because 1 love you. so 
apd want to get you out of this." Heel, he told himself; 
arid kissed her. 

"What are we going to do?” she murmured, when their 
lips had parted company. 
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"Worry lomorrow," he murmured back. Right jopcjjicr 

think of only one thing I want to do. . . . |j,g 

He fumbled at the front of her dress. She smiled at i,.j 
encer and fear dissolved as suddenly as they had come, 
and whispered; "You can do better than that, my Simon. ’ 
He did very much better than that a few minutes later 
in the bedroom. Her hot tongue probed into his ears and 
her sharp teeth nibbled the lobes while he sought the hid- 
den recesses of her body and caressed them urgently. For 
some reason he wanted to give her all he had, as if it were 
a consolation for what Carlos had done to her and what 
was still to come. And the Yoga that gave him strength 
and stamina and breath control gave him, as well, a skill 
in lovemaking that had reduced icebergs of women into warm 
rivers of passion. The one he was with now had never been 
an iceberg. 

Carmela blazed. She whimpered with excitement and her 
fingers drew eagerly at his body while she moved beneath 
him. 

He continued, with minor variations that made her gasp 
ecstatically and press herself against the warmth of him as 
though possessed by demons of desire. The more he gave, 
the more she wanted;, and the more she wanted, the greater 
his prowess and the more subtly expert his techm’que. Skill- 
fully, he drew her on until she was almost mindless with 
not-quite consummated lust, and held her tottering on the 
brink of rapture for moment after long, delicious moment 
She lay back limply, her body soft and quivering tmder his 
caressing touch; then she was taut, limbs clutching^ his 
galvanically while she whispered in his ear; then again there 
was a tiny respite while she relaxed and seemed to expand 
in breast and thigh so as to have even more of herself to 
press against him; then she was moving her hips like a 
belly dancer seconds before the climax of her dance, 

Nick performed svonders of sexual agility. Whatever she 
w-anted he gave her, varying his pace so that she would 
wring every last ounce of exquisite pleasure out of the move- 
ments of his body. In return, what she was doing to him 
with her legs and breasts and hands and thighs and probina 
longue was enough to tax him to the limits of his s^If- 
conirol. He felt his heart beginning to pound dema-d.-nriv 
and his muscles became taut to bursting coint. Esr 
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with demanding, generously; giving— TOlcomed Mm. 

willtjgeriy. . ' • , ' 

js .mtside in the night, a short figure with a cane clutched 
oetween its teeth was performing equally miraculous if some- 
what different feats. 

It was taking El Cano a little longer than he had hoped 
because someone in the two-room suite next door to Straven’s 
was staring out of the open window at the city, lights.. For-,, 
tunately El Cano, moving as slowly and cautiously , as a 
human fly must, had seen the man approach the svindpw or 
else be would have been seen himself. He clung, now, to the 
face of the building, each foot on separate windowsills and 
bis fingers clutching two parallel brick frames; and waited 
patiently. So far he had been lucky. The hotel was not full 
and he had quite easily forced his way into an empty room 
on Straven’s floor, crawled outside, and edged along the brick 
face past empty rooms, curtained rooms, and rooms whose 
occupants were engaged in pursuits which kept their atten- 
tion turned away from windows. 

Except for this one. This one was slowing him down. . 
Ahl Now he had turned abruptly and gone out of sight. 
El Cano peered into the room. Good. The man bad fiun^ 
himself into a chair and had picked up a newspaper. 

Carefully, El Cano sidled past the window and across the 
brick face to the next one. Straven’s living room. The cur- 
tains were closed but the window was slightly open. Light 
glowed softly through the thick fabric, but there were ho 
voices in the room. 

The human fly cursed softly. They had gone out while 
he was making his tortuous way to Straven’s suite. No, wait! 
There were other rooms, of course. And since they were not 
in this one, it was as well to enter here. , - ; 

With tremendous care and skill he eased the window open 
vide enough to let himself step lightly over the silk 
Aha! No, they had not gone out. 

El Cano, the man with the cane, glided softly across the 
hick carpet in a quick and soundless survey of the suite, 
t was as well to see what he could see while the . looking 
ras good — to make sure that if he had to run for the'front 
oor he would not dart mistakenly into a closet. 

In the darkened bedroom Carraela cried .out in a frenzy 
f passion. Two bodies jerked spasmodically and two' minds 
ent deliriously blank. And then there was a quivering and a, 

130 y ' 



slkncc. Moments passed. They started 
sleepily. Neither of them heard the very qn>et cnch ol^ U-. 
front door as it was unlocked in preparation for letr..-. 
llie silent pad of footsteps on the carpet. ^ 

“You must conic awa}^ with me, Carmela, Nick saia 
“But you have to tell me how Carlos cot you involvsc witn 
tilts business of the site — even the casino, because ‘-t"'- 
see that he is using that as cover— before I can 
What exactly has he made you do? And uesr c*c 

start?’’ . . 

She sighed deeply, still warm and languid ruu: -r^ 

making. When she started talking he knew at cuce ‘acn: see: 
was hedging, tidying up the sloiy anc ceverura rer resu rr 
he knew enough of her to skim away -ie surf^m rru: unu 
see the truth. As she talked on, still fcuilrag uuu 'cur usr 
long fingers, he formed a vivid meuta! rieure rr a war:— 
who refused to call herself a presdor.e be: iaui rsu umu:“ 
that' — until Castro had shrunk Cuba iu'.-r a uni: unuu. 

bypassed by the rich American visfrers wic iui nuns unuu:' 
her so attractive. There were ieau yeaw is rzrsrsu r~~ 
Ortega came from Spain with his gece icucr nun ~ rrrur 

and his flair for business. Cari'cs arc "-u — r — 

each other attractive. He had r-c.— -w hs" rs -=— r ~;- 
would help him with certain tusirsn suiaruur auu u-. .uzt- 
erect about it. 

Carmcla sighed again ace kinea bCni: i: 
car. She could not possfclT knrw — uu 
the bedroom door as she talied — cr~ w 
for Carlos. For once, Nick's iri see 
listened to Carrnela and — ■■ 

kisses and caresses. 

“Being a foreigner, jcu se." w^ 

Large funds into the cruru-. 
found it was irnpcssib.’e u: rs: 
rambling house o': hersk i: r 
uoncy in. But he zzi X— - 

vith a man in the Cur:::; JI 

lightly in his a.— u 
iromises.” Her vci- . 

nnigglc the rreev " 



where, somehow. But I can’t believe that he Icnows, any 
more than I do, what you say is true about the mountain 
site.” 

“But the building license,” Nick said; “For the casino too, 
but especially for the hotel. How did you get that, with no 
questions asked? This man in the government— he must have, 
wanted to inspect the site.” 

She shook her head in the darkness. “No. He did not 
really care. That was part of what I had to dp. It was for 
me to get the licenses from him. In exchange for money. A 
lot of money. What you call a bribe. And also. . ;. . Well. 
Carlos made the contact, you see. But it was important to 
both of them that there should be no connection known 
between them. So I . . . made the arrangements with the 
man and . . . gave him the money.” > 

“And something else, too, didn’t you, Carmela?” Nick said 
gently. “Didn’t you have to give him something else? Tell 
me what Carlos made you do.” 

Her body tensed beside him and she turned her. head 
away. “Don’t ask me. He was awful. I had to go to his 
house and ... he made me do things to him that I have 
never done before. And he did things. . . .” She shivered 
suddenly. “Don’t make me tell you, Simon. Carlos made me 
go to him and do whatever he wanted. But you must not. 
... stop loving me because of that. It was only because 
... I did not know what future I would have unless I did 
those tilings. Carlos was my . . . only . . . hope.” 

Nick cradled her in his arms and soothed her with low 
murmurs. 

The man outside the half-open bedroom door listened 
with a fascination and excitement he had not known since . 
the last time he had stalked his victim and caught him un- 
awares. But this was even better! Slowly, quietly, he released 
the mechanism on his cane so that it became a’ deadly sword. 
That devil’s bitch who disliked him so! Babbling secrets in. 
bed to the Englishman he bad come to kill. He peered in 
cautiously and withdrew his head at once. They were close 
together — he had seen them dimly in the darkness^ — but not , 
quite close enough. To catch them when they were Joined- 
in love play and intense with lust — that would bc.perfec-, 
tion. And they were still talking. It was as well for him to 
listen for a while. 

He waited, listening with one ear and thin king how de- 
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liciously exciting it would be to pierce their entwined bodies 
throuch at once and pin them to the mattress in the very 
act of love. Oretega would enjoy hearing about it the whore 

bad served her purpose anyway. 

And he himself would so much enjoy doing it. 

A little fleck of foam appeared in the corner of his mouth. 

TIic bedsprings groaned softly. 

“I would like to meet that man,” Nick said vengefully. 
"Some day— oh, don’t worry, I won’t do anything until all 
Utis is over and you’re safe — but some day he’s going to 
suffer for what he did to you. Who is he? Where will I 
find the bastard?” 

“Julio Machado,” she said wearily. “He is sort of an aide 
to Castro. Not a very important one, but he was important 
enough for what Carlos wanted. 1 bad to see him at bis 
house. In his— his bedroom. It is a hideous place!” Carmela 
shuddered again. "All mirrors and weird pictures.” 

“The swine,” Nick breathed. “Where does he live?” 

She gave him the address and he filed it carefully in his 
mind. But there was still something missing. 

“How can Carlos be so sure,” he said, “that this man 
Machado wouldn’t just take the money and then give away 
the whole story?” 

Carmela tnade a little sound that was almost a laugh. “Be- 
cause Machado expects to get more payments when the hotel 
is finished. And there is something else. Carlos had me hide 
an envelope in his room. I do not know exactly what is 
in it, only that it is some sort of document that will cause 
him great trouble if it is found. And of course if Machado 
starts making difficulties, Carlos will make sure that the 
envelope is found.” 

Hmm. That was not a bad idea. Maybe one that Nick 
himself could use in connection with Document XA. 

“You hid it? Where?” 

“Behind a picture in his bedroom.- Right above his bed. 

I taped it to the back. I knew he would not look there for 
any reason because his miserable place is deep in dust and 
the picture had not been moved for months, maybe even 
years. Of course he has no wife to keep him clean, the nia 
or I should have had to meet him in his office. He 
find it. Not even Carlos knows exactly where I nu: t. ~z= 
idea was that he would send an anonymous 
know what 1 mean?” ^ ~ 
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“I know exactly what you mean,” said Nick. “And where 
is Carlos now? Won’t he wonder where ,you are?” , 

“He went to the mountain site. After he, got some hews 
that made him very angry. About the sabotage. That is when 
he hit me.” She stirred within Nick’s arms. "Simon, you 
must be wrong about him. I can believe naany things— he is 
cruel, he is a liar, he is crooked — but not that he’s a mad- 
man. Not a killer. Oh, but please don’t let us talk about it 
any more. Love me, love me — love me once more before ! 
leave you tonight. I must go back to the casino. But darling 
. . . love me first” 

She kissed him hungrily and he responded with his entire 
body. Like naked savages they came together quickly, senses 
swirling in a race that could have only one ecstatic end. , 
El Cano gave a little involuntary sigh of anticipation. He 
stepped quietly into the room and padded to the bed,, his 
cane-sword raised high to swing down in one lightning- 
swift death-dealing lunge. Now — now — ^he told himself, al- 
most giggling with glee. One second more for them, and 
then they die — skewered together like raw shish-kebabt ' 
The sigh! Nick heard it, and his heart turned over. In- 
stinct screamed a message to him — roEI Without warning to 
Carmela, without loosening his clutch on her clinging body, 
he roiled over on the bed and slammed them both onto the 
floor beside it as if they were a couple of logs plunging 
over a cataract. He heard the thunk of something hitting 
the mattress even through Carmela’s scream of outrage and 
surprise, and as he leaped to his feet leaving her lying 
crumpled there like an abandoned sack, he saw the dim 
shape of a short man withdrawing a long blade from the bed. 

Swiftly, before the blade had left its mattress socket, Nick 
jumped onto the bed and bounced high into the' air with 
one foot outstretched in a slamming sidekick. , There was a 
split second for him to pray for his exposed anatomy as 
thb blade came up and his foot went down, and then he 
felt flesh and bone go down beneath his heel. The long knife 
blade swished wildly through the air and he jumped away 
from it, using the bed as a trampoline.- Carmela sobbed and 
whimpered on the floor behind him. . - . - 

The cane-sword clattered softly to the carpeted floor. Nick 
jumped down after it, hard onto a short figure that Sailed 
about on the floor and gave a gasping whbofl of sound 
as he landed on it. The figure doubled up and writhed be- 
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ncath him with the desperation of a cornered tiger, its fingers 
clawing for the fallen blade. 

It was dark down there on the floor, too dark for either 
man to see clearly what he was groping at. Nick felt a small, 
hard body beneath his knees and a thin neck between his 
hands. He felt the desperate rolling movement of the body 
and heard something clatter. He sensed rather than saw the 
man searching for the blade as he increased his grip around 
the neck, and then what happened was so sudden and so 
obscured by darkness that he never really knew just how it 
had occurred. 

The small man tvritched suddenly and made a commlsive 
movement with his arm. Nick felt something long and smc<?th 
brush against his thigh and jerked away from it involun- 
tarily before he realized it was a handle, not a blade. His 
movement brought the other man to a half-sitting position, 
neck still clutched between Nick’s straining fingers and upper 
body bending forward, 

Tlicrc was a nasty little thud as something met brief re- 
sistance and conquered it The man beneath Nick gave a 
dreadful cry' and jerked spasmodically — kicked out his legs 
— gargled hideously. And sank back like a lead weight in 
Nick’s hands. Nick let the body drop. It lay still and quiet 
on the floor. 

Carmela cried out in terror. Nick brushed his hand over 
the body, found out more or less v/hat had happened, and 
let Carmela whimper while he found Wilhelmina where he’d 
left her with his pants. He pulled on his pants and padded 
out of the bedroom to glide silently about the huge suite, 
eyes and Wilhelmina alert for whatever else may be lurking 
there. He found nothing but the unlocked door and the 
wide-open window. 

Nick secured them both and went back to the bedroom, 
flicking on the light st\'itch as he entered. 

Carmela was still crouched on the floor on the far side 
of the bed. A small, wiry man lay horribly contorted hear 
the door. He looked very strange, and very dead, with the 
long cane handle protruding from his stomach. 



A BOX OF CIGARS AND 
A TRUNKFUL OF BODY 


It was hell's own nuisance. ' • 

On the one hand there was a sohhihg, terrified woman; 
oh the other, another body to contend with. 

But Carmela, at least, recovered quickly, with the help of 
a jolting shot of rum and a few minutes of hard talking. 

, And when she did pull herself together she had a hard 
glint'in her eyes that was at once encouraging and disturbing., 
■ “El Cano,’* she said . quietly. “Carlos’ man. Although I 
often see him talking to Armando. And it was Armando 
who told tne you’d come back.’’ Her dark eyebrows , drew 
into a thoughtful line. “I suppose that means, that Armando 
is as deep in this as Carlos — of course! It was Armando 
Svho told Carlos about you in the first place. And I thought 
he was a hired hand. Oh, yes;, oh, yes! . . . Carlos found 
him for me. Recommended him. Ha!’’ She laughed shortly. 
“Now I know why. To keep an eye on me. Make sure I 
stayed in line. My God — he fooled me, didn’t he?’’ Self* 

. &gust — and hatred — suffused her lovely face. 

' “Are you sure now about Carlos, Carmela?’’ Nick asked 
• quietly. “Do you believe me that he’s a killer, capable of 
anything?’’ 

“Yes,” she whispered. But it was not a gentle whisper. 
It was a hiss of hate. “I believe you.' Oh, you are right— he 
has been using me. When he comes back I’ll ask him to take 
me to the site. As God is my judge I will kill him if — ■' 

“No! If you see him again he’s liable to kill you first. I 
OTggest you don’t go anywhere near Carlos but hide out 
somewhere for a day or two until I can get you put of 
here. No, Carmela, -don’t fight me. Do, as I say and stay 
under cover. You don’t understand how- deeply,; he’s got you 
into this. He only has two choices.' One, get rid of you at, 
once. Two, keep you around as long' as it: suits him and then 
denounce you to the government — if there’s any government 
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Jcfi bv the time this thine is over. And if there is, 
find out whit it’s like to face a firing squad. Listen to me." 
Nick took her by the shoulders and shook her roughly. There 
was a look of such implacable hatred in her eyes that he 
was afraid for her . - . and for the success of what he had 
to do. “Don’t go back to the casino. Don’t let Carlos find 
you. Take a room — stay here wdth me, an^uhing you hhe-— 
hut don’t see Carlos again. You’ve got to come away with 
me! Unless you’ve changed your mind, and you don’t want 
to come." 

"Oh. I want to, Simon, I do want to.” She put her hands 
on his outstretched arms and looked into his eyes. “And I 
will. But what you don’t understand is that I owe him some- 
thing. I owe him a return for everything he’s done to me. 
Tm going to see him again. Just once. Fve got to have 
revenge — my own land of revenge. I won’t tell him what I 
know. He doesn’t even have to knov/ we’ve taUred to each 
other tonight. How can he know? El Cano’s dead. I’ll go 
back to the casino. And I’ll watt for him. Play along with 
him. Pretend to love him. And perhaps find something else 
that we can use against him. I hate him, Simon. Let me 
hate him! Let me hurt him!” Her fingers dug deep into 
hi.s P.esh, “HI do anything else you say, but let me see him 
just once more!” 

Nick nodded slovdy. But be was thinking rapidly. He stDl 
had no absolute proof that Ortega was behind this thing, 
and there v/as a chance that she could get it for him. 
"Maybe. l*laybe,” he said slowly. “But I want you to keep 
in close touch with me and let me know how things are 
going Call me. Keep calling me so that I know exactly, 
what is going on. And in the meantime I’ll find a way to 
get at him and get us out of here together. We’ll have to 
make some plans. But for the love of God, Carmela, be as 
careful as you’ve ever been. I don’t want anything to happen 
to you.” 

“It won’t,” she said, and brushed her lips against his hand. 

Rut it^ will if I don’t leave here now and show myself at 
the casino. Fii phone you every— Oh!” She pulled away from 

him and shot a look across the bed. “What will you do 
about — ?” 

■LI Cano? Don't worry. I’ll get rid of him somehow. Car- 
weia . . don’t ever forget. I want you— safe with me." 

was a he, but he thought it time for a reminder of what 



Lord Straven had to offer in case she thought of succumb- 
ing once again to Ortega’s charms. “I want you to have 
everything I’ve got. Share it with me. My home, rhy heart, 
my love . . . everything is yours.” He cupped her chin be- 
tween his hands and kissed her lingeringly. “Love me?” he 
whispered. “I do, I do,” she murmured back. . 

She left him moments later. 

He lay back on the living room couch and immersed him- 
self in thought. That she was genuine in her desire for 
revenge be bad no doubt. What he really ought to do, he 
thought, was get the hell out of here as soon as possible 
and let the bodies lie where they may. But there were loose 
ends to consider. Alison. The Cane. Straven and Hansbury's 
reputation. The papers planted in Machado’s house. The roll 
of film. The radio. What to do with all the •, bits and 
pieces. ... 

The hell with it. 

Suddenly he was very tired. Right now he could use 
some Sleep. The Cane could stiffen where he lay. Early in the 
morning Nick would contact London and clear Ms way out 
of this ugly tangle. 

He padded back into the bedroom and ripped a blanket 
off the bed. His last thought before drifting off to sleep on the 
couch was of Carmela. He hoped that she could really 
handle Carlos as she thought she could. She was so sure that 
her story would hold up — that she had come in anger to see. 
Lord Straven and demand the truth about his snooping, , and 
had waited in vain for his return. Something must have 
happened to delay him, she would say with carefully calcu- 
lated innocence. She was positive she could convince Carlos 
that she was on his side. 

But she was wrong. 

"Of course I can do it,” said Alison, munching on her 
juttered toast. “I told you I could open anything. Doors, 
vindows, safes, suitcases, cash-boxes, piggy banks, the lot 
'lo problem. Just give me that address and I’ll be on my way. 
)o you suppose he might be rich, this man?” 

Nick looked at her reproachfully. "He may he, hut that is 
not the point. All I want is that envelope behind the picture. 
With its contents, of course. And if you get a chance,- take 
a look around. Maybe there’s a desk or safe with something , 
interesting in it” 





"Mnybc there is,” she agreed, a faraway look in her eyes. 

“Now look, Alison, if you’ve got (he slightest doubt about 
this I don’t want you to do it. I don’t want you taking any 
needless chances. If you do nothing else but scout the place, 
get an idea of the layout and who conies and goes, you’ll 
be helping me tremendously. I’d do it myself except I’ve 
got a kind of busy morning ahead of me and it’s most im- 
portant that I get my hands on that envelope as soon as pos- 
sible. So if you can just case — ” 

"Case nothing,” she said firmly. “Stop back-pedalling. I 
know exactly what you want me to do and I’m going to do 
just that. Anyway, I only case the joints I get to crack myself. 
Please pass the toast. Thank you. If you’re in a hurry for the 
document I’d better finish my breakfast and get going. Where 
will you be when I’m through?” 

“My room, I hope. I’ll be in and out but I’m going to try 
to be (here every hour on the hour so that I can be reached 
if necessary.” 

“And not only by me,” Alison said pcnetratingly. “The 
overripe Carmela will be calling, I suppose,” 

“I hope so. No, there’s no need to look at me like that. I 
can’t get hold of her to check up on her so she has to do 
(he calling. And I’m very much afraid she’s stuck her neck 
into a noose. She’s not so overripe that she deserves to die." 

Alison looked at him thoughtfully. “No, I guess she isn’t- 
So .she did turn out to be your ‘Star,’ hmm? And this paper 
is tied in with her?” 

“Ummm . . . you’re close on both, but you’re not quite 
right. In case you happen to get very careless — which I cer- 
tainly hope you won’t — you might have a little story ready 
that avoids all mention of Stars and documents and things 
like that. I wouldn’t want to tlirow you to the wolves, but — 
more colYce? No, i’ll pour it — but if you get yourself caught 
1 won’t be able to bail you out.” He scanned her face, looking 
for a sign of doubt or misgiving. But her face was caln! and 
her eyes were as clear and peaceful as a day in spring. 

“Of course — that’s understood,” she said. “And I won’t 
get caught. But I’ll have a story ready anyway. I could even 
tell them that I’m Alison O’Reilly, well-known jewel thief.” 
She hashed him an impish but deliciously dimpled smile 
that almost took his breath away. 

"Look, don’t kid about it,” he said. “It’s not just my plans 
I’m thinking of — it’s your skin, too.” 



She patted his hand across the table. “I know that. Bu 
this is my kind of caper. I know what to do.’’ 

When the coffeepot was empty they parted company, All 
son to “pick up one or two small tools” and Nick to sene 
E! Cano on his way. Alison left a few minutes ahead of him 
He watched her cross the street outside the small caf6 anc 
head back for the hotel. Guilt stirred inside him. She was sc 
young, so very much alive; so beautiful, and such an hones 
thief. If anything happened to her he would be hauntec 
until the day he died. But she had wanted to help. “SurC; 
I haven’t got anything better to do,” she had said. “Good 
chance to keep my hand in.” And she had listened witl 
growing eagerness as he had told her what he wanted hei 
to do. 

He hoped devoutly that Julio Machado had not decided to 
take a day off at home. 

When she was out of sight he paid the check and sauntered 
slowly after her, his mind clicking over like a computer and 
counting off all the myriad things he had to do. 

Carmela, so far, was all right. She had called him, sounding 
sleepy but quite cheerful, from her downstairs office at the 
Club. Her own phone was a direct line between herself and 
Carlos, so she had to make the contact calls herself between 
her regular business conversations. If she was absent from 
her desk someone else was liable to scoop up the telephone, 
thus their arrangement that she should call him at hourly or 
at least iwo-hourly intervals. There was no word as yet, she 
said, from Carlos, but Armando was wandering around biting 
his fingernails and snapping at the help. Somehow he was 
going to have to get her into hiding to "wait for him,” until 
everything blew over, or even take her out with him. What 
he v/as going to say to her when he got her to London, God 
himself probably didn’t have a clue, but there were more im- 
mediate things to think about right now. 

There was El Cano, waiting in the hall closet where Nick 
had bundled him early in the morning. He was stiff and 
awkward to handle, but the Carter luck was holding up — rigor 
was already relaxing its hold upon the body by the time 
he left it 'and making things a little easier for him. 

Then there was the cigar box with its bottom layer of false 
stogies wailing to be filled and sent post-haste to England. 

He let himself into his rooms and checked the closet 
door. Still firmly locked, as he had left it, and the bed un- 
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(oucbed bv the lachadeisicol That vra.; ere ct-iiis 
about 2 poorly staffed hotel— it ga^.-e the guests so muoff mo^ 
freedom for -hat they felt they bad to do. he felt ve..j, 
strongly that El Cano must be gatrsn cat of here. 

Nid; changed quiddy into the least eisgaat of hfs fcee 
suits and pulled the Lastetes mask dc" over his fare, ice 
fiCKi couple of hours were gerng tc oe very tncrty. iie Cic»» on 
tlie skin-tight, iiesb colored gloves devised by AXFs Editing 
Department, and cautiously ieft his suite and the hotel. 

ihe man who anueared at the freight ccrupary v.-arehouse 


and made arrangements for the shipment of a trunk b 
resemblance to Strzven or Carter, though be may have 
vaguely familiar to certaia blebs of mc-ving cammiS; 
there on the mountain. 


-ore no 
looked 
age up 


V-hen he had inquired about the enpress rates to Santiago 
and guaranteed to deliver the trunk himself v/iffiin the next 
hour or two he went to Eureka Rent-.A-Car and plclmd out a 
battered country stv'ls station wagon of the rvpe often used 
{or hauling large but less than track-sized loads. At his next 
stop he bought a trunk, secondhand but very sturdy and in 
good repair. Back in the car he rook cS bb jzeket, rolled up 
his sleeves, and drove around to the deUvery entrance of the 
hotel. 


There were a couple of other vans there unloading house- 
keeping supplies. The back door porter glanced at him as he 
shouldered the trunk and headed for the freight elevator. 
“Delivery and pickup for 90S,” Nick mumbled in Spanish. "1 
have to wait for it. You watch the w-agen, will you?” 

“Pah! Watch it? V-Tiat’s it going to do — stand on its head?” 
The porter laughed immoderately at his own humor and 
turned back to supem'he the unloading of crates headed for 
the kitchen- 


Nick rode up to the ninth floor and walked dov/D the 
service slatr.vay to his cwm room. Ke rapped on the door, 
stiil adorned with the Do 2 noI Disturb sign he had meged 
It with some hours cefore, and glanced around to see if any- 
one else had chccen that mo.ment to pop out into the halL 
The elevator door opened and a couple got out. He watched 
them v/alk away and let themselves into their room, then 
tjuickly unlocked his own, dumped the trunk inside, and 
locked himself in to do his grisly worE 

The Cane was halfway into the trunk when there was a 



rapping on the door. Nick froze. Waited for a moment in 
dead silence. . ■ 

A key rattled in the lock. 

“Who is it?” he called urgently. ' . 

“Maid!” 

“Later!” he said impatiently. “Don’t you see the sign?” For 
Chrissake! Of all mornings, she had to come earlier than her 
tisual time. Unless, of course, she wasn’t a maid at all 

“Senor! I have many rooms to do!” 

“Then do another one. Til be out of here in half an hour.” 

A female, if not particularly feminine, voice muttered 
something very unladylike and faded out. Nick waited, for 
another minute and went rapidly to work. El Cano, blood- 
stained and u^y, slid reluctantly and clumsily into place. 
Nick thrust his cane in after him and snapped the lid shut 

The phone rang. 

He cursed ' softly and secured the padlock, tempted to 
. ignore the summons. No. Better not. He trotted into the 
living room and scooped up the receiver. 

“Yes!” 

"Simon?” It was Carmela’s voice. “Everything seems' to be . 
all right. There is no word yet from Carlos, . but he can’t 
possibly be back here until late tonight. Armando seeiiis to 
be very jumpy and suspicious, though. Half the time he is' 
locked up in his office, talking on his telephone I think, and 
the rest of the time he is sticking his head in here ' and — 
three cases will be enough. I will phone back later if I find 
we need more.” The phone clicked off. 

Nick frowned to himself as he hung up. Armando snooping 
again, he supposed. And hoped the quick switch and end to 
the call meant nothing more sinister than that. 

He went back to the gruesome trunk and hefted it ex- 
perimentally. It was one helluva weight, but he would have 
to manage. 

Tbs hall was deserted. 

Nick staggered out with his burden .and locked the door 
jehind him. It was considerably harder, to get the trunk up 
the stairway than it had been to carry it down, but if he 
could avoid it he did not want it to be seen anywhere neat .• 
his room. 

His back was close to breaking when he dumped the thing ■ 
into the elevator. A laundry man riding down with a cart- ' 
load of soiled linen gave him' a- sympathetic look. 
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•■Hcav7, hah?” he said. Nick grunted and managed a nod. 
He looked at the deep-bellied canvas cart and felt a twinge 
of envy. Now there was a way to haul a body around. Hmm. 
Wouldn’t it be funny if the laundry man — ? Yeah. Ha, ha. 

The elevator car plunged down to the basement delivery 
area. Nick hoisted the trunk again and shuffled over to the 
station wagon. This time the back porter gave him a cursory 
^ance and went on talking to a truck driver. 

Nick bundled the thing laboriously into the back and drove 
away. A few blocks away from the hotel he stopped, put 
his Jacket back on and spruced himself up a bit, and drove 
on to the trucking company warehouse. 

After that it was easy. The company took his money and 
gave him a couple of labels to fill out He addressed the 
trunk to Carlos Ramon Y’Ortega in care of a certain address 
in Santiago and gave the sender’s name as Armando Maceo 
of the Casa Del Jaguar. Then he dropped off the station 
wagon at Eureka Rent-A-Car and went back to the hotel. His 
rooms had been made up and there was no one waiting for 
him with bomb or sword or strangling hands. But he knew 
that sooner or later someone was going to come looking for 
The Cane. And for Lord Simon Straven. If Alison came back 
with what he wanted there was no sense hanging around here 
W’aiting to be picked off by Carlos’ band of killers . , . except 
that he had to be able to keep in contact with Carmela. 
Hmm, Carmela. It was time she called again. But of course 
it wasn’t easy for her to call dead on the hour with all the 
club staff swarming around, “Dead” on the hour. Unfor- 
tunate phrase. 

He changed back into Lord Straven’s good suit, putting 
the Lastotex face mask into an inside pocket in case of need, 
and packed Lord Straven’s bags with everything he did not 
plan to use in the immediate future. For the next few min- 
utes he sat at the desk and drew carefully, and when he was 
finished he had a detail map showing the exact location of 
the mountain site and the roads that led to it. Then he 
huddled in the absolute darkness of the bedroom closet and 
removed the film from his camera. When he emerged from 
the closet he had two spools of film, each consisting of ap- 
pro.ximatcly half the shots he had taken. He opened up four 
of his phony cigars and inserted film into two of them and 
strips of the rufabery' camouflage into the other two. A sample 
of each, in its cigar-like hiding place, went into his top pocket. 


The others went back into the cigar box for shipment to The 
Straven arid Hansbury Tobacco Company, attention Turner, 
London. The phone rang as he was folding his hand-drawn 
map into the fifth cigar. 

Carmela, at last. 

It was Alison. 

■‘God, that’s a spooky place," she said. “All mirrors and 
weird pictures. The man must be a nut.” Alison’s lovely, 
mobile face mirrored her distaste. 

They were in her room. So were Nick’s bags and every 
trace of Simon Straven. Straven was going to disappear from 
the hotel. In a day or two the Cuban Police were going to get 
a cable from London saying something like: LORD STRA- 
VEN BACK FROM CUBA KNOWS NOTHING OF BOMB 
THREAT MUCH REGRET OUR ASSURANCES TO YOU 
REGARDING HIS IDENTITY BUT STRONGLY URGE 
YOU LOOK FOR AN IMPOSTOR. That Should help to keep 
Straven and Hansbury’s reputation clean. And the carefully 
worded document Nick held in his hand, plus the other items 
Alison had been thoughtful enough to bring along, were 
going to help Hawk build up a very interesting dossier of 
information to send to Fidel Castro. 

“I guess he is,” Nick said absently. “Poor sucker.” The 
page he was scanning was — or purported to be — an agree- 
ment between Machado and a foreign power that did- not 
name itself (a cunning, confusing move, but one that played 
right into Nick’s hands) but promised Machado vast sums of 
money — to be delivered to him by go-between Carmela 
Estrella — and infinite power in exchange for his help in set- 
ting up a military base on Cuban soil. From that base the 
foreign power would mount a massive operation against 
Castro — and set up Machado in his place. Great! A little 
twist here, a little twist there, and AXE’s Documents section 
could produce a document that would be damning to Ortega, 
Machado, and the Red Chinese. And maybe even to Castro, 
if Hawk wanted to play it that way. Wouldn’t hurt to throw 
a real scare into Fidel ... The anonymous letter (part of . 
Document XA already being prepared) could strongly sug- 
gest that unless Castro tookTmmediate steps , to remove this 
excrescence on his soU planted there by his Chicom friends, 
both the United • States and Russia would be thoroughly . 
briefed regarding , the Chinesc-Cuban conspiracy. And that 
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C.^stro personally vrould be blamed for it by the TJ.S. and the 
U.S.S.R. Well, it was up to Hawk to handle it the way he 
wanted. 

“You’ve done a great job, Alison,” Nick murmured almost 
reverently, turning the other papers over in his hand. There 
were copies of the building licenses issued to Carmela Es- 
trella for a casino and a hotel; a map showing the location 
of the site about seven miles away from where it actually 
was; and a small notebook in which amounts of cash were 
entered neatly against the dates. “So there was a safe.” 

“Mmm,” she said, and eyed him thoughtfully. “I — uh — 
neglected to tell you that ,it was bulging wdth cash. The 
payoffs, I suppose. I — ah — have to say that the job was not 
entirely . . . without its compensations.” 

Nick’s eyebrows shot up into his hair. “You didn’t take it? 
That’s part of our case against the fellow!” 

She shook her head emphatically. “Oh, no, of course not 
Well, only a very little, Cabfare, you might say. And . , . 
one other little thing.” Alison held a clenched fist out toward 
him. “You brought my luck back, Simon. I know I did a good 
job. I couldn’t resist a — tiny souvenir.” She opened her closed 
hand and eyed Nick nervously. 

In her hand she held one of the most fabulously beautiful 
sapphires Nick had ever seen. It blazed with a blue light 
that matched and enhanced her deep blue eyes, and it looked 
as though it lay in a hand that loved it for its exquisite beauty 
and would never let it go, 

Nick gaped at it. “Alison, you — ” And then he threw back 
his head and roared with the delighted laughter it seemed 
that only she could draw from him. 

“You earned it,” he said happily. “That, and a whole lot 
more!” 

"Well, I didn’t take much more,” she said seriously. “I Hpew 
you — ” 

He drew her into his arms and kissed her with deep affec- 
tion and whole-hearted gratitude. 

It was a while before they talked again of weighty matters, 
but when they did the talk was very serious indeed. Nick 
made a speech. She shook her head. “I won’t,” she said. “I 
won’t^ leave you behind.” “But you have to,” Nick insisted. 

Sooner or later they’re going to associate you with me and 
then you’re going to be so deep in trouble you — ” “I know 
that, she said calmly. “But you have to leave the country 


anyway. And even if you take that bag Carmela along I’m 
going with you. We’ll never see each other again if that’s the 
way you want it, but until I know you’re safe and finished 
with your job I will no/ leave you.” 

They argued long and strenuously, but she won. And in a 
way, Nick was very glad. It was not only that there was 
still one thing she could do for him; it was also that he could 
barely stand the thought of not seeing her again. 

He told her how he planned to get away. “It may be to- ; 
night, it may be tomorrow. I can’t promise how it’s going to 
be. Wait there half an hour, no more, then leave. Until then 
we must not be seen together again. And if I don’t make it by 
tomorrow night, go anyway.” As he talked he folded her . 
haul — except the cabfare and the sapphire — into the re- 
mainder of his hollow cigars. “Get rid of the bags whatever 
way you can — but please get rid of them. The camera and 
radio, particularly, must no/ be found.” 

She nodded. They talked some more. And k’issed. 

Nick left the hotel a little while later with an innocent- , 
looking — and firmly sealed — cigar box tucked under his arm. , 

But the three men who followed him, one after the other, 
from the hotel lobby were not innocent-looking at alL' 


ENTER CARLOS, EXIT CARTER 


bfick saw the first man. He could not know how many 
others were behind. But he sensed that it was long past time 
for Jjlaying games with underlings like El Cano, arid the 
Strangler. Ortega must be desperate to get rid of the. elusive, , 
snooping Simon Straven. And by now, he thought as he 
dodged hurriedly down the side streets leading to Vaquero’s 
office, Carlos would have realized he must get Straven alive 
to question him about his motives and his “accomplices.” 

It seemed to him that he had shaken his tail by the time he ■ 
reached the elegantly modem building- housing the National 
Tobacco Enterprises. Sefior Juan Vaquero greeted him in his ■ 
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astcfully furnished office suite with the same warmth and 
:ourtcsy that had impressed Nick on their first meeting, 
^ud he' was quite ready to fulfil his promise. 

“But of course, Lord Stravcnl” he said happily. “I am so 
;Iad you h.ave found our produce suited to your taste. Arc 
’ou sure that three boxes will be sufficient?” 

“For now,” said Nick. “I want to try out my firm’s reaction 
icforc sealing a wholesale deal, but I can almost guarantee 
•ou some very sizable orders within the next week or so 
iftcr my^colleagues have had a chance to try them out. And 
•ou arc sure that you will not mind including this small box 
)f individual samples in the shipment? I should like them 
;ent for the sake of comparison.” 

“Very wise; very wise indeed.” Vaquero nodded sagely, and 
vith such sincerity that Nick was almost sorry he had to use 
lim in this way. But he needed a second arrow to his bow, 
ind this was it. “Naturally I shall send them. But we must 
■)ack them quickly. I have a man leaving for London this 
rery' afternoon and he shall take them with him — ^if that is 
igreeabic to you.” 

It was most agreeable. Nick watched the shipment being 
packed and handed over to the courier. When he left the 
friendly Vaquero he knew he could have made a friend for 
life ... if only his own life had been different and he were 
not a counterspy with the rank of Killmaster. 

He found a public callbox downstairs and put a phone call 
through to Senorita Carmela Estrella at her business 
number. It was agreed that he should not call, but he had no 
intention of going back to his hotel room to receive calls from 
anybody and he had to talk to her. His job was done; he had 
lo le.-ivc here, with her or without her. A male voice answered. 
Nick rearranged his voice and asked for her. She was busy; 
who was calling? He gave a name as phony as his voice«and 
said he’d call back later. 

F.nir enough. She could be busy. But still he did not like it. 

He walked briskly through the lobby of the building and 
let himself out through the great glass doors. One way or 
another he would have to get back into the Casa Del Jaguar 
and — Someone loomed up suddenly and stopped in from of 
him, a stiff and artificial grin plastered on his bland, hich 
chcck-boned face. He thrust out a large and hamlike hand 
and said cordially; “Scnorl How good to see you!" And the 
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big hand caught his and worked it like a pump .handle. The , 
grip was less a handshake than a crushing hold. 

“I’m afraid I don’t know you,” Nick said coldty, wrenchbg 
his hand free and darting a look to either side of him. VVhat 
be saw was far from reassuring. There were idlers on the 
street, watching curiously and half-fearfully, and others — two 
of them, who sprang up on either side of him— who W’ere 
not idling at all. A car waited at the ctirb, motor running. 

“Ah, but you will, Senor,” said the man who had taken 
his hand. “You have heard of G-2, yes?” Two hard, un- 
friendly objects jabbed into Nick’s ribs from either side. “We 
have something of interest to discuss with you. There is no 
need to be alarmed.” 

No need at all. Two guns jabbing into his sides, a ham- 
handed menace in front of him, a car waiting in the street 
And all so wonderfully official looking that the people on the 
sidewalk hung back, half-frightened and half-fascinated. A 
nm for it, a cry, and Killmaster was dead. No one would 
ever question the men who would have gunned him down. 

"Good,” said Nick. “Then let us discuss it here.” 

A third gun appeared in front of him. 

^ ‘We will talk at headquarters.” The voice had lost all pre- 
' fence of friendliness. Three figures hemmed him in and pro- ' 
pelled him toward the waiting car. He kicked out savagely, 
reflexively, and slammed a vicious elbow punch at the man 
who crowded his right side. He heard a grunt, a cry of ex- . 
citement from someone on the sidewalk behind him, and then 
he heard no more. The pain was like a scream that drowned 
out all other sound. His head exploded into a thousand tiny 
fragments of agony and his belly churned excfuciatin^y 
from a low, almost mutilating, blow. 

Darkness and the sense of movement were almost welcome ; 
when they came. Then there was nothing. Neither darkness, 
movement, hope, nor fear. Nothing but a deadly blank. 

The world was like a carousel gone mad. He rocked and , 
plunged, his stomach churning violently, and a rain-wet wTnd 
slapped harshly at his face. If he had not been tied to his 
soaring, tossing mount, he knew he would have been thrown . 
down into the howling darkness underneath. 

Tied to it. The thought stayed with him and he clung to it 
His head was aching furiously and his gut. felt as though it 
had been kicked by an angry mule. But there was ho howling; • 
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he h?.d imagined that. Ke haa not imagaaec ±5 

nei^s. the rocking, or the pain. ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 

Dimly, he saw the man lash at his face “:c 
that looked like a wet cloth, knotted; felt the cna^ tra^ z= 
was tied to dance up and down against a Soct tnal g^e j:-- sr 
sound ‘as the chair legs pounded -cossm on rgtres 

Vi'atching him and working on him and o.^e ihi^. d._ , — i — > — 

“AH right, Pepe — Manolo — that will do. He is jczzzg zs, 

Isec." 

Tnc voice was distant, gentle, firm. The rocking anz tze 
lashing stopped. Nick opened his eyes svide ana tze rc'zzz 
slowly stopped' swirling. He saw a man standing tesice hizn 
rcady to lash out again with the Imotted wet tcwel; senssa 
the one behind him holding the chair-back; caught a sidewayz 
glimpse of someone guarding the door to the heavSy cur- 
tained room. It v/as a strange room; sparsely furnished hut 
thickly carpeted and lavishly curtained by heavy drapes that 
reached from floor to ceiling. Even the ceilmg seemed to he 
covered with some sort of padding. Such furnishings as there 
were contrasted oddly v/ith the luxurious draperies — z low 
wooden pallet, occupied; a solid wooden table; several 
straight-backed wooden chairs. Nick was tied to one of them. 
His legs were free but his arms were lashed to the back of 
the chair so tightly that their numbness seemed to seep into 
his body. 

There were two people directly in front of him. One was 
Carmela, lying naked, hideously bruised and silent on the 


wooden pallet. The other was a medium-sized but compact 
and almost incredibly handsome man with glossy black hair, 
olive skin and deep, dark eyes, and the high cheekbones of 
Spanish aristocracy. The strong, flat-lipped mouth curved 
into a cruel smile as Nick stared dully at the man. 


“Permit me to introduce myself,” the man said graciously. 
A shapeless object dangled from his long and graceful fingers 
and he swung it back and forth with calculated casual&ess. 
It was the Lastoicx mask of Nick’s “accomplice.” “My name is 
Carlos Ramon Y’Ortega. But like you, I wear a mask. Not on 
my face, for that has not been necessary, but a mask in every 
other way.” The smile broadened. "For instance, I am also 
Imown— and more correctly— as Wong Yao-Shen. Possibly— 
possibly not— you will be interested to know that I was bom 
oidy blocks away from here of a Spanish mother and a 
■inesc father. Not really an uncommon combination here in 



Cuba. It is really only my education that is uncoi^on, be- 
cause it was provided by — of course ' you have guessed!— . 
certain citizens of Peking who, shall I say, adopted me and 
trained me carefully for the task I now perform. For the .task 
I now so very gladly perform.” The smile wiped off the face , 
as if it had been chalk. "And now you will tell me who you 
are. Carmela, I regret to say, does not seem to know. I have 
asked, as you can see. Look at her, Straven. That is only 
the beginning of what will happen to you unless you tell me 
all about yourself, and very quickly.” 

“Carmela," Nick moaned painfully. “Carmela! Forgive me, 
please forgive me. He can’t get away with this, believe 
me ” 

Carmela’s green eyes fluttered open. The spark was gone; 
they were like empty caves. She looked at Nick and groaned. 
“Simon . . . Simon . . . love me. . . . Help. . , .” She groaned 
again. The once-vivid eyes closed and her head fell back. 

“I do,” Nick muttered. “We’ll get out of here.” 

Carlos laughed harshly, “Very touching. And most in- 
terestmg. Look around you. And when you’ve looked, be. 
good enough to tell me how you propose to leave." 

Nick looked. Looked at the man beside him, with the 
ferocious grin and the knotted towel. At the man behind 
him, holding a thing that looked like a bicycle chain with 
sharpened spikes. At the man waiting at the door, armed 
with a gun. At Carlos, now pointing at him a snub-nosed 
metal barrel equipped with a silencer. At the table next to 
Carlos, on which all Nick’s prize possessions lay — the fake 
cigars and Wilhelmina; Hugo, his stiletto, and the two small 
pebble-shaped objects that he called Pepitos. It was hopeless, 
hopeless. ... 

■ Or was it, quite? A small spark of an idea came to him, 
and tvith it, a tiny gleam of hope. 

“All right,” he groaned. “You win. I can’t leave. .But that 
doesn’t mean I have anything to talk about. I don’t know 
what you want. Whatever I saw, I saw by accident. I don’t 
know what it’s all about. If you try to keep me here my ■ . 
company, my government, will — ” 

“Manolo!” The handsome face twisted into an animal mask. 
“A little persuasion, if you pleasel” 

The sharp-spiked chain came down viciously against Nick’s 
neck. Again, again, again. He stood it as long as he felt he 
should, gritting his teeth and grunting with the pain. 
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‘Tcpc!" 

The knotted towel struck him in the face, hard as a massive 
fist and stinging as the tentacle of a giant octopus. First the 
chain, and then the towel; towel, chain, chain and towel. . . . 

“Enough,” he moaned. “Enough!” He closed his eyes and 
slumped back in the chair, thinldng rapidly beneath his 
blanketing of a stabbing pain. 

“Ah!" Carlos smiled genially. ‘Then you w^ill talk, yes?” 
The spiked cha'in whirred behind Nick and struck him sav- 
agely behind the ear. 

“Yes, yes!” Nick yelped. “But as my name is Igor Da-vin- 
ovsky — Comrade! — ^you will suffer for this!” 

Carlos laughed. “I don’t think so. And I will tell you why. 
Stop, Manolol Both of you.” The rain of blows ceased 
suddenly, leaving stinging pain and a blinding weariness. 
Nick stared at the man . . . and at the things lying on the 
table. “Davinovsky, is it?” Carlos said. “We wUl see. But 
even if you are one of our Soviet — ah — Comrades, I do not 
believe that I shall be the one to suffer. You see, my 
country has plans that do not include our Russian friends, I 
shall tell you just what we are planning here in Cuba, and 
then perhaps you will be good enough to tell me the truth 
about yourself . . . Igor. Igor!” Carlos chuckled. “Simon 
Straven, Igor Davinovslty! What will we be hearing next! 
No matter — we will find out soon.” 

“But why Carmela?" Nick said harshly. “Why did you 
have to hurt her? She knows nothing about me, nothing 
about you! Why did you beat her?” 

Carlos shook his head regretfully. “It is a pity about her. 
But I truly thought she had betrayed me. It did look like it, 
you know. And our scheme was much too good to be given 
away by a worthless tramp. Let me tell you what it was, 
before you die — ^I should say, before you talk. Or perhaps 
wc will let you live a while if you tell me what I want to 
know. . . , Wc shall see. In the meantime, listen to the 
beauty of the plan. You shall see that we Chinese are 'not 
the primitive fools you take us for.” He settled himself on 
the edge of the table and swung his elegantly trousered legs. 

"It is a scheme that my superiors in China have been 
working on since what is known as the Cuban crisis, when 
the Americans called Russia’s bluff — if that is what it was 
—-and demanded the removal of the missiles here. And 
Nikita Khrushchev — the blundering, cowardly fool — did re- 



move the missiles!” Carlos’ handsome face twisted- wit 
scorn. “But that gave us the idea; Suppose the Americai 
were to discover that Russia had not disposed of all th 
missile sites and missiles, but was actually building a he' 
missile site and stocking it with rockets pointing directl 
at the U.S.? And better yet — the man who called himse’ 
Ortega gave a wolfish grin, " — suppose that tlus Russc 
Cuban missile base actually launched a spread of rockets tc 
ward American soil? You can imagine the holocaust!” H 
laughed and rubbed his carefully manicured hands togethe: 
"The United States would laimch return rockets against Cub 
and perhaps against the Soviet Union as well. .The Soviet: 
whether attacked or not, would immediately send thei 
nuclear weapons to blast America. You understand the pic 
ture? It could happen — easily — ^but we Chinese are makia; 
sure it happens. The base, as of course you know, is oui; 
If by any mischance it is discovered, we Chinese are ah 
solutely in the clear. I have covered my tracks well, as yoi 
can imagine. And you can also imagine how it will be whei 
Cuba, the United States and Russia are all busy firing ol 
nuclear weapons at each other!” Carlos laughed out loud 
•v “Who will then take over the world? There is only one' ah 
We, the people who outnumber all the rest.' We, vrk 
need land and have the power to get it We, the people bl 
Communist China! Is that not a pretty scheme?” 

“Very pretty,” Nick agreed dully. 

“I thought that you would think so.” Carlos swung himseli 
lightly down from the table, “And now — it is your turn. Who 
sent you? Quickly! Tell me! And tell me what you found.” 
There was no longer anything handsome about his face. 

Carmela made a little twitching movement and sighed. 

“Tired. . . .” Nick said. “Talk later. But . . . pictures. 
Other things. Open , , , false cigars. Little round balls. Open 
them. Just a tv\’ist, and then they’re open. Don't be, afraid. 
No 'tricks. One of your men . . . open them if you like." His 
chest heaved painfully. "Let me . . . rest a minute. Then . . . 
•tell you ... if you promise me . . . make a little deal wth 
you, help us both. If you are afraid to -open those, things, 
untie me and I will do it!” 

-Hah!” Carles barked with mirthless laughter., “Unde 
you! Manolo, come here and open np these things.” . . 

The hulking Manolo detached himself from behind Ifick’s 
chair and shambled over to the table. 


'‘The small balls said Caru'i. -T.-^v ?- 

What could be small enoucth lo ia Ctcra.' 1'''-':^. \.£.?,''>cv 
you fool I" 

Manolo tudsted with his thick flnir^rNt, >rrc\> 
rapidly. “Microdots,” he said faintly. sr..';., \ . 

my identification." 

It was nonsense, but Carles xx-ss :r.:er.t er. r-nc.-v 
Nick took a deep, long breath and beid ia e'er,':.' rnr-re" 
one came open. 

‘‘Nothingl Nothing!" Oirlos .said f-nT.-nsr-a d 

from Manolo and shaking it as ii exreraira ar see a. .sar ^ 
of microdots come fluttcrini: cart. Nii's V"- rr-rr n 
if he had passed out. But he ker: rrs r-a sraaa- rr-aa 
and saw the furious look that Crri^ sen: are. —nr 
grab one of the cigars and tr-ds: it rren. beard rra trrrr ri' 
satisfaction as Carlos pulled cr: n =7--' ~ - 'e 

Try the other ball!’’ Carlos rirred rt’ru r;- — -r~ 
the thug fumbled at Perito rt—'rer rrn. 

“These must be the s— aii-esr — — - — — dT trs- -trr-ir 
Carlos said angrily. “Bu: ~r dm runr tr nr nn, I tse 
you with your mask! And'dhesn T rrrrrre. nr — . — ^ . , - 
He stopped suddenly ntd sn± n nee r.~ _ 

glazed look in his er^r dlrrrr -— -- - - -rrm. — 

Thcn Pepe, with the — =f -rr-n — ----- r rr: rm 
Nick turned his head rr-d nr- m nZ — n rr nnr rrr 

gracefully dotvn to mm m rr i ; - 1.,- ^ 

not move. ' 

Two powerful corn r; — 

work. Nick mc'.nd hn n nmd- n -- - ■ ^ 

He bumped and drrrm 

at Hugo, fordrr dr T , — . ^ ^ “ 

until the knife' wc n ni " 

against the rrm rr m T ' " 

utes. . . . Hr' ;nn — ^ _ 

against the rtm m nr. 

and thren dr: - — — ~ __ ~i_ _]3 ~ = — 

He leaoef mr — ■-■ .■ ' ' 


Nick turned away from her. His heart felt as close to burst- 
ing as his lungs. He picked up Carlos’ gun, with its stubby- 
silencer, and shot the man between his eyes. Then he made 
his way to the door, past the other sleepers, and unlocked U 
quietly. It opened info a closet which opened into another 
room. He swung the inner door open and raised the silenced 
gun. 

Armando was sitting at a desk talking to another man. 
The driver of the' car, perhaps. It really didn’t matter. Nick, 
shot them both as they turned around. The last thing he 
bothered to look at was the frozen consternation on their 
faces. 

He puUed the swarthy mask down over his face and walked 
out through the Casa Del Jaguar as though he owned it . 

It was night and he still had miles to go. But there was 
time, and he knew that Alison would be waiting for him in 
the cove, ready to swim out with him to the waiting boat. 

One day later a man in Santiago, still awaiting orders from 
his bosses in Havana, opened up a trunk and screamed with . 
horror. Shortly afterwards the police rapped on his office 
^^doo^ and gave him further cause to scream. They were in- 

’rested in knowing, they said, just what connection he. and. 

N associates had with the Casa Del Jaguar in Havana. Some 
very strange things had been happening there of late. And 
what was in the trunk, Seiior? The man who had opened the ,■ 
trank containing a body and a cane found things awfully 
ffifficult to explain. ... . ■■ ■: 

Two days later Fidel Castro received an interesting com-; 
munication, accompanied by documentary evidence of a re- 
vealing and alarming nature, from a mysterious source. Fidel 
was never quite sure where it came from, but there was 
something about the tone and style of it — subtly threatening 
and »dripping with quiet menace— that made him think it 
must^ave come from a Soviet comrade who had reason to be 
much displeased with his Bearded Brother. ... 

Three days later Nicholas Carter, no longer Simon Straven 
to his friends, sat back in the second-best armchair of his- 
suite in a Miami hotel, enjoying the last hours of his brief 
vacation and reading the local newspapers: 

CASTRO AIDE EXECUTEDI 
• Julio Machado shot for plotting secret coup with help 
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of Red ChinescI Wealthy Cigar Czar Carlos Ramon 
yOrtega accused post-mortem of engineering iil-fated 
Castro overthrow as agent of Chicoms. Military' base 
reported found in Orienfe Province near Castro’s old 
mountain hideout said to be jumping-off point for 
insurrection planned by Machado, Ortega (alias Wong 
Yao-Shen) and Red Chinese Intelligence. ... 

Nick read on, fascinated, comparing the news stories will 
his own knowledge of what had really happened. The world 
would probably never know that Russian diplomatic head- 
quarters in Havana had received a carefully edited version 
of the dossier that had been sent to Castro, and that the Rus- 
sians had actually cooperated with their American counter- 
parts to demand the swift dismantling of the base — or else. 
And that Julio Machado, that poor, greedy fool with the 
mirrors and queer pictures, had been nothing but a goat set 
up by the Chinese Reds and counted out by Carter. . , . 

There was a crash and a loud wail of anguish from the 
tiny kitchenette. Nick grinned and tossed aside the papers. 
“Forget the coffee, honeyl" he called out “That isn’t what I 
really wanted, anyway,’’ 

Alison appeared in the doorway wearing a delectably 
flimsy negligee and a distressful look. It was a captivating 
combination, both items of which could easily be removed. 
“You didn’t? What did you really want?’’ 

Nick crooked his finger. “Come here, baby. Come here 
and I’ll show you.” 

She went over to him and he showed her. 

After all, he did have a few hours left of his vacation. 
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